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INTRODUCTION 


PPV cc: ON ey 


They say human beings use only 10 percent of their brains. 
They say polyunsaturated fat is better for you than saturated fat. They 
say that tiny squiggles in a rock prove there once was life on Mars. 
They say our children’s test scores are declining. They say Jesus was 
a direct descendant of King David. They say you can earn $15,000 
a week in your spare time. They say marijuana leads to LSD, and 
LSD can lead to suicide. They say the corner office is a position of 
power. They say the elderly should get flu shots this season. They say 
homosexuality is an environmentally learned trait. They say there’s a 
gene for homosexuality. They say people can be hypnotized to do 
anything. They say people won’t do anything under hypnosis that they 
wouldn’t do when conscious. They say Prozac alleviates depression. 
They say mutual funds are the best long-term investment. They say 
computers can predict the weather. They say you haven’t met your 
deductible. 

Who, exactly, are “they,” and why do they say so much? More 
amazing, why do we listen to them? 

We each have our own “theys” —the bosses, experts, and authori- 
ties (both real and imaginary) who seem to dictate our lives, decide 
our fates, and create our futures. In the best of circumstances they 
can make us feel safe, the way parents do. They make our decisions 
for us. They do our thinking for us. We don’t have to worry about 
our next move—it has already been decided on our behalf, and in 
our best interests. Or so we hope. 


For not everyone to whom we surrender ourselves is deserving of 
our trust. The pretty young “sales associate” at the Gap may not be 
the best judge of how that pair of blue jeans looks on us, or of which 
belt we should wear to a job interview. Even though she seems gen- 
uinely concerned with our well-being, we must not forget that she’s 
been trained in the art of the “upsell” and is herself under the influ- 
ence of a barrage of incentives conceived at corporate headquarters. 
One scheme leads her to compete with her colleagues on the sales 
floor for daily prizes, while another threatens penalties or termination 
if she does not meet a certain quota of multiple-item sales by the end 
of the week. The coercive techniques inflicted on her, and the ones 
she in turn inflicts on us, are the products of years of painstaking 
research into methods of influencing human behavior. 

The justifiably cynical among us have come to expect this sort of 
treatment from the professional people in our lives. When we walk 
into a shopping mall, we understand that we will be subjected to 
certain forms of influence. We recognize that retail sales are about 
the bottom line, and that to stay in business, shop owners depend 
upon our behaving in a predictable and somewhat malleable fashion. 
If instructing a salesgirl to unfasten the second button of her blouse 
may garner a larger volume of sales, the store manager owes it to 
himself and his superiors and their shareholders to do so. And, 
chances are, it will work. 

But these techniques are rapidly spreading from the sales floor and 
the television screen to almost every other aspect of our daily expe- 
rience. Whether we are strolling through ‘Times Square, exploring 
the Internet, or even just trying to make friends at the local bar, we 
are under constant scrutiny and constant assault by a professional class 
of hidden persuaders. In most cases, if the coercion works according 
to plan, we don’t even realize it has been used. 

It’s not always easy to determine when we have surrendered our 
judgment to someone else. The better and more sophisticated the 
manipulation, the less aware of it we are. For example, have you ever 
attended a sporting event, rock concert, or political convention in 


one frame of mind, but found yourself inexplicably swept away by 
the emotion of the crowd? How many times have you walked into a 
mall to buy a single pair of shoes, only to find yourself purchasing 
an entire outfit, several books, and a few CDs before you made your 
way back to the parking lot? 

Have you ever picked up the phone, realized the caller was from 
an organization you’d never considered supporting, and gone ahead 
and pledged a sum of money or bought a magazine subscription? 
How did that automobile salesman get you to pay more than you'd 
planned to for a car, and add more features than you wanted, even 
though you came armed with your Consumer Reports? 

Why do the advertisements in fashion magazines make us feel 
inadequate, and after they do, why do we feel compelled to buy the 
products advertised anyway? How can we feel we're so aware of the 
effects of advertising and marketing, yet still succumb to them? 

Why are our kids tattooing themselves with the Nike “swoosh” 
icon? Are they part of a corporate cult? If young people today are 
supposed to be beyond the reach of old-fashioned marketing, then 
why do they feel the need to find their identity in a brand of sneakers? 

No matter how many coercive techniques we come to recognize, 
new ones are always being developed that we don’t. Once we've be- 
come immune to the forceful “hard sell” techniques of the traditional 
car dealer, a high-paid influence consultant develops a new brand 
with an entirely new image—like the Saturn, whose dealers use 
friendly “soft sell” techniques to accomplish the same thing, more 
subtly. Media-savvy young people have learned to reject advertising 
that tries too hard to make its product look “cool.” In response, com- 
panies now produce decidedly “uncool” advertisements, which ap- 
peal to the cynical viewer who thinks he can remain unswayed. 
“Image is nothing. Thirst is everything,” Sprite advertisers confess to 
their hype-weary target market. Our attempts to stay one step ahead 
of coercers merely provokes them to develop even more advanced, 
less visible, and, arguably, more pernicious methods of persuasion. 

Corporations and consumers are in a coercive arms race. Every 


effort we make to regain authority over our actions is met by an even 
greater effort to usurp it. 

If we stop to think about this invisible hand working on our per- 
ceptions and behavior, we can easily become paranoid. Although we 
cannot always point to the evidence, when we become aware that 
our actions are being influenced by forces beyond our control — we 
shop in malls that have been designed by psychologists, and experi- 
ence the effects of their architecture and color schemes on our pur- 
chasing behaviors—we can’t help but feel a little edgy. No matter 
how discreetly camouflaged the coercion, we sense that it’s leading 
us to move and act ever so slightly against our wills. We may not 
want to admit consciously to ourselves that the floor plan of the shop- 
ping center has made us lose our bearings, but we are disoriented all 
the same. We don’t know exactly how to get back to the car, and we 
will have to walk past twenty more stores before we find an exit. 

In order to maintain the illusion of our own authority, we repress 
the urge to panic. Unfortunately, the more we stifle that little voice 
telling us we are in danger, the more we repress our ability to resist. 
We deny what we are feeling, and we disconnect further from what 
remains of our free will. As a result, we become even better targets 
for those who would direct our actions. 

I was not always predisposed to think this way. On the contrary, 
for years I believed that we were winning the war against those who 
would shape our wills. Through the eighties and early nineties, I 
cheered as cable television, video games, the personal computer, and 
the Internet seemed to offer the promise of a new relationship to the 
mainstream media and a chance to undermine its coercive nature. 
Home-video cameras demystified for us the process by which news is 
reported, and public-access channels gave everyone an opportunity to 
broadcast his version of what was going on in the world. C-SPAN 
revealed to us the pompous rhetoric of our elected representatives, as 
well as the embarrassing fact that they usually address an empty 
chamber. 

The low cost of video production and the increase in available 


channels gave rise to countless tabloid television shows, Like their 
print counterparts, these programs broadcast stories that more estab- 
lished news agencies would have held back—which in turn gave rise 
to a whole new set of journalistic standards and an unleashing of 
alternative news sources and outlets. Tabloid and Internet journalists 
were the first to publish everything from Clinton’s trysts with Gen- 
nifer Flowers and Monica Lewinsky to Prince Charles’s dirty phone 
calls with Camilla Parker Bowles. Time and Newsweek have simply 
struggled to keep up with the rising tide. 

Internet discussion groups and bulletin boards gave us a new forum 
in which to discuss the information that was important to us. Online, 
we could access the latest word on new AIDS or cancer treatments, 
and then question our doctors (or our stingy HMOs) about a course 
of treatment. Even if all we intended to do was shop, the Internet 
gave us the ability to conduct instant price and feature comparisons, 
and to talk to others about a product before we bought it. 

Meanwhile, young computer hackers had gotten their hands on 
the control panel of our electronic society. Bank records and other 
personal data that formerly were accessible only to credit bureaus and 
loan officers were now within the reach of any skilled fourteen-year- 
old. As a result, our privacy finally became an issue to be discussed 
publicly. We became aware of how information about us was being 
gathered, bought, and sold without our consent, and we supported 
activists, organizations, and candidates who promised to enact policies 
to prevent this invasion. 

The Internet made us more aware of the process by which news 
and public relations are created and disseminated. As we gained ac- 
cess to press releases and corporate data, we have witnessed firsthand 
how public relations experts are allowed to write the evening news. 
In the early nineties, there was a participant of an electronic bulletin 
board who would post the transcripts of local news shows and then 
compare them, word for word, with the prepared press releases of the 
companies or individuals concerned. ‘The results were embarrassingly 


similar, with whole paragraphs lifted directly from press release to 
newscaster’s script. 

As the coercive effects of mainstream media became more self- 
evident, media awareness led to a revival of cultural literacy. Our 
ability to see through the shameless greed of televangelists changed 
the way we related to the ritual surrounding the collection plate. Our 
ability to deconstruct the political process as it took place on TV gave 
rise to independent, homespun candidates like Ross Perot and Jerry 
Brown, whose campaigns promised direct access and accountability. 

In the meantime, television programs like Beavis and Butt-head 
and The Simpsons were deconstructing the rest of the mediaspace for 
our children. With Bart as their role model, the generation growing 
up in the last decade has maintained a guarded relationship to the 
media and marketing techniques that have fooled their parents. 
While his dad, Homer, was suckered by every beer promotion, Bart 
struggled to maintain his skate-boarder’s aloofness and dexterity. 
Through Bart, our kids learned to remain moving targets. 

As a happy witness to what was taking place in our culture, I began 
to write books celebrating our liberation through the tools of new 
media. Cyberia applauded the scientists, hackers, and spiritualists who 
were determined to design a better society with these new tools. The 
technological revolution seemed to me a populist renaissance 
through which real people would wake from centuries of heartless 
manipulation. Hierarchy and social control soon would be things of 
the past as every individual came to realize his or her role in the 
unfolding of civilization. I saw my vision confirmed as the Internet 
rose in popularity, and as the once-ridiculed nerds of Silicon Valley 
began to engineer the communications infrastructure for the world’s 
business community. The Internet would not fade into obscurity like 
CB radio. It was here to stay. Our culture was hardwiring itself to- 
gether. 

I became fascinated and inspired by the organic and responsive 
qualities of this new mediaspace. Just as our chaos mathematicians 
and quantum physicists had suggested, we were venturing into un- 


charted cultural turf, where huge systemwide changes could be pro- 
voked by the tiniest actions. In a system as dynamic as the weather, 
we learned, a single butterfly flapping its wings in Brazil could lead 
to a hurricane in New York. So, too, was the awesome power that 
“feedback and iteration” offered every member of a networked whole. 
Now that the media had become such a system, the beating of a 
black man by white policemen in Los Angeles, amplified throughout 
our mediated culture via a single, replicated, and endlessly broadcast 
camcorder tape, could lead to rioting in a dozen American cities. 

Spurred on by these developments, in the early nineties | wrote 
an optimistic treatise on the new possibilities of an organic media- 
space. I proposed that provocative ideas could be launched in the 
form of mutant media packages —or “viruses” —by anyone who had 
a video camera or Internet connection. Thanks to the spread of com- 
mercial broadcasting, almost everyone in the world had been given 
access to the media in one form or another. What the people who 
put all those wires and TV satellites in place didn’t realize was that 
electrons travel in both directions. Home media like camcorders, 
faxes, and Internet connections were empowering all of us to launch 
our ideas into the mediaspace. 

Huge, well-funded, mainstream publicity campaigns were becom- 
ing obsolete. Now, anyone could launch an idea that would spread 
by itself if it were packaged in a new, unrecognizable form of media. 
Mutant media got attention because it was strange. And there’s noth- 
ing the media likes more than to cover new forms of itself. The 
Rodney King tape proliferated as much because it demonstrated the 
power of a new technology—the camcorder —as for the image con- 
tained within it. One of the reasons why the O.J. Simpson story 
became the biggest trial in history was because it began with a mutant 
media event: the nationally televised spectacle of the Bronco chase, 
during which Los Angeles TV viewers ran outside and literally oS 
their own TV screens as the motorcade drove by. Similarly, the media 
stunts of ACT UP activists, Earth First “eco-terrorists,” Greenpeace, 


and even unorthodox political candidates received worldwide atten- 
tion simply by launching their campaigns through media viruses. 

The hegemony of Hearst and Murdoch were over. We had entered 
an age where the only limiting factor was an idea’s ability to provoke 
us through its novel dissemination. An idea no longer depended on 
the authority of its originator—it would spread and replicate if it 
challenged our faulty assumptions. In an almost Darwinian battle for 
survival, only the fittest ideas would win out. These new, mutated 
forms of media were promoting our cultural evolution, empowering 
real people, and giving a voice to those who never before had access 
to the global stage. 

Best of all, young people were the ones leading the charge. Adults 
were immigrants to the new realm of interactive media, but kids 
raised with joysticks in their hands were natives. They spoke the lan- 
guage of new media and public relations better than the adults who 
were attempting to coerce them. What media can you use to manip- 
ulate a kid when he is already more media literate than you are? He 
will see through any clunky attempt to persuade him with meaning- 
less associations and hired role models. By the time this generation 
came into adulthood, I believed, the age of manipulation would be 
over. 

Once Pd published a book announcing that we’d entered the final 
days of the marketing wars, I began to get phone calls from politi- 
cians, media companies, advertisers, and even the United Nations, 
anxious for me to explain the new rules of the interactive age. I saw 
little harm in taking their money just to tell them that the genie was 
out of the bottle. I felt like an evangelist, spreading the news that the 
public had grown too media savvy to be fleeced any further. The only 
alternative left for public-relations people and advertisers was to tell 
the truth. Those promoting good ideas or making useful products 
would succeed; the rest would perish. 

At first I found it easy to dismiss the writings of naysayer cyber 
critics like Jerry Manders, Paul Virilio, and Neil Postman, who at- 
tacked the notion that the new media had made a positive shift in 


the balance of power—culturally, economically, or otherwise. There 
was just too much evidence to the contrary. Although I had some 
sense that there were people out there attempting to deploy these 
same innovations coercively, I believed that acknowledging their ef 
forts would only feed their power. If we ignored them, they would 
go away. l 

My optimism—and my willingness to consort with the enemy — 
was met with a number of personal attacks as well. One morning in 
November 1996, I woke up to a New York Times article describing 
me as a Gen-X guru who sold youth culture’s secrets to media com- 
panies for upward of $7,500 per hour. Many of my friends and readers 
wondered how I could have betrayed the “movement,” and wrote me 
to voice their disapproval. Alternative newspapers who had supported 
me in the past now called me a sellout. Mentors like virtual- 
community maker Howard Rheingold and Electronic F rontiers 
Foundation chairman Mitch Kapor warned me that my uncritical 
enthusiasm might be blinding me to very real threats to the civic 
revival we were all working for. | 

“Vigilance is a dangerous thing,” 1 wrote at the time. I was con- 
vinced that a guarded approach to the development of new media 
would only slow things down, giving our would-be oppressors and 
manipulators a chance to catch up. And even if I was no better than 
the scores of “cool hunters” who hoped to cash in on corporate con- 
fusion about the changing priorities and sentiments of youth culture, 
since the ideas | promoted were empowering ones, I couldn't see the 
harm. I told executives at Sony to design a video game console that 
allowed kids to create their own video games. I told the people de- 
veloping content for TCI’s new interactive television network to make 
programs that gave viewers the chance to broadcast their own EWS 
stories. I told phone companies that the way to please their customers 
was to stop treating them like criminals whenever they were late with 
a payment. l 

I went to conferences and sat on panels alongside my media- 
hacking heroes like Michael Moore, the director of the GM-bashing 


documentary Roger and Me, and Stewart Brand, one of the original 
band of Ken Kesey’s Merry Pranksters. I delivered keynote addresses 
to thousands of advertising executives and television programmers, 
telling them to admit to themselves that their monopoly over the 
public will was over. The older executives threw up their arms in 
disgust, while the younger ones transcribed my every word. I couldn't 
have been more pleased. I felt at least partly responsible for disman- 
tling the engines of propaganda and demilitarizing the coercive arms 
race. Better yet, I was making good money for doing so. My books 
were hitting best-seller lists, and my speaking and consulting fees were 
going through the roof—even if they never quite reached the fabled 
$7,500 per hour. 

I guess it was too good to be true. 

In the summer of 1997, I was invited to speak about my book 
Media Virus at a convention of “account planners” (advertising’s ver- 
sion of anthropologist-researchers) sponsored by the American Asso- 
ciation of Advertising Agencies. I packed up my laptop and headed 
for Sheraton Bal Harbour in Miami to spread the good news. The 
conference theme was “Mutant Media/Mutant Ideas,” itself a play on 
the ideas in my book. Had the advertisers come to recognize that 
their power was dwindling? 

Hardly. These friendly, well-dressed, and articulate people had 
bought and read my book—but for a reason very different from the 
one Pd had for writing it. They were eager to leam all about the 
mutant mediaspace, but only in order to figure out ways of creating 
advertisements that were themselves media viruses! Media Virus had 
become a best-seller not because so many activists, public-access pro- 
ducers, or computer hackers were reading it, but because it was now 
a standard text in the science of public relations. My work was being 
taught in advertising school. 

Before I had the chance to put on my name tag, a young creative 
executive asked me what it was like working on the Calvin Klein 
jeans campaign —the one in which teenagers were photographed in 
a setting made to look like a porn-movie audition. 


“It was a media virus,” he congratulated me. “The campaign got 
more publicity because of the protests! It made Calvin look cool 
because his ads were taken off the air!” True enough, the campaign 
became the lead story on the evening news once “family advocates” 
targeted the ads for their exploitation of young people. They never 
could have bought as much airtime as they received for free. But I 
had nothing to do with the scheme’s conception. 

I assured him that I had never met with the Calvin Klein people, 
but it was no use. He was convinced they had based their work on 
my book, and there was no changing his mind. Had they? I certainly 
hoped not. 

The succession of featured speakers soon proved my worst fears. 
With titles like “Mutants Produce Bounty” and “Giving Birth to Mu- 
tant Ideas in a Commercial Context,” each presenter sought to regain 
the ground lost to the chaos-thriving hackers who had taken over the 
mediaspace. The conference’s purpose was to upgrade the advertising 
industry’s weapons systems to the new style of war. | 

I was flattered—and flabbergasted. I felt honored to be appreci- 
ated, but horrified by the application of my work. No sooner had I 
proclaimed the revolution than it was co-opted by the enemy. And I 
had aided and abetted them. 

It was at that moment, in the Bal Harbour hotel ballroom, that I 
decided to write this book. With my newfound access to the corridors 
of Madison Avenue and beyond, I would become a double agent— 
attending meetings, taking notes, analyzing tactics, and then reporting 
my findings. 

For the past two years, I have been studying the ways marketers, 
politicians, religious leaders, and coercive forces of all kinds influence 
everyday decisions. I have sat in on strategy sessions with television, 
advertising, and marketing executives, and read countless documents 
by professionals in government, law enforcement, the military, and 
business. I’ve cozied up to automobile salesmen and multilevel mar- 
keters to pry from them their secrets. 

What I’ve learned in my two-year odyssey is that however advanced 


the tools being used to sway us, the fundamental principles respon- 
sible for their effectiveness remain the same. Coercers are like hunt- 
ers: They can don better camouflage, learn better ways to scent their 
prey, develop longer-range bullets and more accurate sights, but they 
still need to find their quarry and then figure out which way it’s 
moving so they can “lead” with the gun barrel and hit it. Sonar, radar, 
and night-vision specs will only increase their efficiency and com- 
pensate for their prey’s own increasing skill in evasion. 

The prey’s only true advantages are its instinct and its familiarity 
with its environment. Just as a deer “knows” when it is in the hunter’s 
sights, we know on some level when we are being targeted and co- 
erced. The more complex, technological, and invisible coercion gets, 
the harder it is for us to rely on this instinct. We are lured away from 
our natural environment and are more likely to depend on directions 
from our shepherds or the motions of the herd to gain our bearings. 
As soon as we become familiar with the new terrain—be it the mall, 
the television dial, or the Internet—it is the goal of the coercion 
strategists to make it unfamiliar again, or to lure us somewhere else. 

The rapid change we have experienced in the past several decades 
as we have moved from the postwar boom through the space age and 
into the computer age has provided ample opportunity for our coerc- 
ers to retool and rearm themselves. Even when a new technology, 
like the Internet, appears to offer us a chance to reclaim our me- 
diaspace in the name of community or civic responsibility, it fast 
becomes a new resource for the direct marketer, the demographics 
researcher, and the traditional advertiser. 

Worst of all, the acceleration of the arms race between us and our 
coercers deteriorates the foundations of civil society. Telemarketers 
make us afraid to answer the phone in the evening. Salesmen bearing 
free gifts (with strings attached) make us reluctant to accept presents 
from our neighbors. Greedy televangelists twisting Bible passages into 
sales pitches, and church charity drives employing state-of-the-art 
fund-raising techniques make us wary of religion. Our president's 
foreign policy is channeled through spin doctors before it reaches 


Congress or the people, leading to widespread cynicism about the 
political process. Our sporting events are so crowded with product 
promotions that we can’t root for a team without cheering a corporate 
logo. Our movements through department stores are videotaped and 
analyzed so that shelves and displays can be rearranged to steer us 
toward an optimum volume of more expensive purchases. Scientists 
study the influences of colors, sounds, and smells on our likelihood 
of buying. 

It’s not a conspiracy against us, exactly; it is simply a science that 
has gotten out of control. 

In a desperate attempt to use any tool available to keep up with 
our rapidly growing arsenal of filters, marketing professionals turned 
to high technology. They invented the personalized discount card at 
the local supermarket, which is used to create a database of our pur- 
chasing decisions. ‘This information is bought and sold without our 
knowledge to direct marketers, who customize the offers filling our 
mailboxes to match our individual psychological profiles. Home- 
shopping channels adjust the pacing of sales pitches, the graphics on 
the screen, and prices of products based on computer analyses of our 
moment-to-moment responses to their offers, in real time, automati- 
cally. The automation of coercive practices is a threat more menacing 
than any sort of human manipulators. For unlike with real human 
interaction, the coercer himself is nowhere to be found. There is no 
man behind the curtain. He has become invisible. 

And yet, even when the coercer has vanished into the machinery, 
we still have the ability to recognize when we are being influenced 
and to lessen the effect of these techniques, however they originate. 
There are ways to deconstruct the subtle messages and cues coming 
at us from every direction. No matter how advanced and convoluted 
these styles of coercion get, they still rely on the same fundamental 
techniques of tracking, disorientation, redirection, and capture. Re- 
storing our instinctual capacity to sense what we want, regardless of 
what we’re told, is within our reach. 

For instance, as you read the words on this page, consider what is 


being done to you. Picture yourself reading this book, and consider 
your relationship to the author. Should the fact that my words have 
been bound in a book give them more authority than if you had 
heard them on the bus from a stranger? 

Already you have been exposed to a battery of coercive techniques. 
In fact, everything you have read so far has been concocted to dem- 
onstrate the main techniques [ll be exposing in this book. 

The opening paragraph, mixing humor with terror, combined a 
rhythmic assault with the fear-inducing creation of a powerful “they” 
that means to shape our destiny. The humor disarmed you just 
enough for the next barb. 

Then came a list of rhetorical questions. Of course the answers 
were already built-in, but they gave you the illusion of interactivity. 
Like the responsive readings in a church service, they made you feel 
like you were actively participating in a deductive process, even 
though the script had already been written and you had no power to 
change it. 

I asked you to personalize the dilemma I had been describing. I 
asked you to consider the authorities in your own life that act upon 
you in unwanted ways so that you would personally identify with the 
threats to your well-being. You were no longer just reading about a 
problem; you were now in the middle of it. 

Once roped in, you could be subjected to standard fearmongering. 
I personified the enemy as teams of psychologists, working late into 
the night to devise plans for shopping malls that thwart your natural 
cognitive processes. These devils hope to disconnect you from your 
own soul, I implied. 

Then came simple presupposition. I suggested what would happen 
if you read on. “As we'll see,” I claimed, presupposing that you will 
soon see things as I do. I stated it as an inevitability. l 

What better time to establish my own expertise? I enumerated my 
qualifications—how I have spent years studying the coercive tech- 
niques of leading industry experts, and how I have written books on 
the effect of media on human consciousness. 


After the tone had been set, | was free to engage you in one of 
the oldest coercive techniques of them all: the story. You were meant 
to identify with my plight—how my optimistic naïveté about media 
and culture led me into the clutches of the advertising industry, turn- 
ing my own work against its purpose. Like a spin doctor relating the 
tale of a downed jet or sexually deviant politician, I confessed my 
sins — exaggerated them, even—to turn a disaster into an opportunity 
for redemption. The comeback kid. 

Sadly, my story is true; the point is that I’ve used the saga to gain 
your trust and engage you in my fight. The technique is simple. 
Create or present a character with whom someone can identify, then 
put that character into jeopardy. If the reader has followed the char- 
acter into danger, he will look to the storyteller for a rescue, however 
preposterous. The storyteller alone has the ability to relieve the 
reader’s anxiety, if he chooses to. And the relief I offered was to go 
to war against our new enemy: the coercers, who, like hunters, mean 
to track us down and kill us. 

Then, just to avoid appearing too forceful, I briefly backed in the 
other direction. “It’s not a conspiracy,” I retreated, “just a science that 
has gotten out of control.” I encouraged you to relax by telling you 
there was no conspiracy, but then I implicated the entire scientific 
and hi-tech community in the automated conspiracy against human- 
ity. 

Once you were reduced by my story to the role of a passive spec- 
tator in a state of mild captivation, I could lead you down to the next 
level of vulnerability: trance. I asked you to envision yourself reading 
the book in your hands right now. Like a hypnotist asking you to 
watch your breath, I employed a standard trance-induction technique 
called “disassociation”: You are no longer simply reading this book, 
but picturing yourself reading the book. By separating your awareness 
from your actions, you become the observer of your own story. Your 
experience of volition is reduced to what a New Age psychotherapist 
would call a “guided visualization.” From the perspective of coercion 
technicians who call themselves “neuro-linguistic programmers” 


(hypnotists who use the habits of the nervous system to reprogram 
our thought processes), this state of consciousness renders you quite 
vulnerable. The moment you frame your own awareness within a 
second level of self-consciousness is the moment your mind is most 
up for grabs. 

Then I set upon the establishment of an elusive goal— what can 
be called the “pyramid” technique—in which I promised you that 
there are ways to escape from the tyranny of our social programmers, 
if only you follow the course I am about to lay out in this text. Like 
a cult leader, I presented myself and my text as the key to your awak- 
ening and freedom. 

Finally came the section we are up to now. I appear to disarm 
myself by revealing all the tactics I have used so far. I am your friend 
because I’m disclosing what I am doing to you. I am pulling back 
the curtain, showing you how the trick is done. You’re in on it now. 
In fact, we're in this together. Wink wink, nudge nudge. You're safe 
because you have an ironic distance from the coercive techniques 
I’m employing. All of them, that is, except this one. 

Are you on your guard yet? Does it feel good? Of course not. The 
point is not to make you paranoid. My purpose is to help us get free 
of coercion, not simply live in reaction to it—especially if that re- 
action is to succumb to a constant state of suspicion. It wouldn’t be 
a fun way to go through life. Believe me—researching and writing 
this book has brought me there more than once. Besides, suspicious 
people are some of the most easily manipulated. Ironically, perhaps, 
the more fun you're having in life, the more satisfied you are with 
yourself, the harder a target you are to reach. 

The fact is, everything is coercive. Even something as minute as 
the way I put the word “everything” in italics is meant to influence 
you. There’s nothing wrong with attempting to sway others to our 
own way of thinking, especially if we truly believe we are right. It’s 
how relationships, families, businesses, and societies improve them- 
selves. If someone has a better idea for how to dig a hole, elect a 


leader, or raise happy children, it’s up to that person to convince us 
why he’s right. 

Using what influence we have is not in itself a destructive thing. 
The problem arises when the style and force of a person’s or insti- 
tution’s influence outweighs the merits of whatever it is they're trying 
to get us to do. For example, through carefully managed public re- 
lations, a chemical company can convince voters that a proposition 
is intended to protect the environment, even though it loosens reg- 
ulations on toxic-waste disposal. A crafty car salesman can make us 
think he is our friend, that he’s conspiring with us against his deal- 
ership’s manager, even though all he is really doing is working to pad 
his own commission. A fund-raiser can appeal to our religious incli- 
nations while actually persuading us to donate to a political cause 
with which we might not agree. 

The techniques of coercion have advanced so far over the past 
several decades that we no longer live in a world where the best man 
wins. It’s a world where the person who has made us believe he is 
the best man wins. Advertisers have dispensed with the idea of pro- 
moting a product’s attributes in favor of marketing the product’s im- 
age. This image is conceived by marketing psychologists quite 
independently of the product itself, and usually has more to do with 
a target market than the item being sold. 

All too often, the decisions we make as individuals and as a society 
are directed by people who may not have our best interests at heart. 
To influence us, they disable our capacity to make reasoned judg- 
ments and appeal to deeper, perhaps unresolved, and certainly un- 
related issues. By understanding the unconscious processes we use to 
make our choices of what to buy, where to eat, whom to respect, and 
how to feel, clever influence professionals can sidestep our critical 
faculties and compel us to act however they please. We are discon- 
nected from our own rational, moral, or emotional decision-making 
abilities. We respond automatically, unconsciously, and often toward 
our own further disempowerment. ‘The less we are satished by our 
decisions, the more easily manipulated we become. 


To restore our own ability to act willfully, we must accept that we 
are the ones actively submitting to the influence of others. We are 
influenced because, on some level, we want to be. 

Almost all the techniques of coercion I have studied take advantage 
of one or more of our healthy psychological or social behaviors. For 
example, parents are the first real authorities in our lives. Mom and 
Dad are the first “they.” In most cases, they are highly deserving of 
our respect. Our survival depends on it. By admiring and imitating 
our parents’ behaviors, we learn basic life skills. By trusting in their 
authority, we are free to explore the world around us without fear. 
We surrender authority to our parents, and they protect us from harm. 

We instinctually long for our parents’ approval, and they instinc- 
tually reward us with praise when we make progress. Learning to 
stand, walk, speak, or ride a bicycle is not so much a quest for in- 
dependence as it is an effort to earn our parents’ praise. The authority 
they exercise over our lives is absolute, and absolutely essential. 

Growing up, we transfer this authority to our teachers and minis- 
ters. Again, this process is altogether healthy. A wider array of role 
models allows the developing child to learn a variety of coping skills 
and behaviors. In this manner, we are socialized and eventually ini- 
tiated into our parents’ world. We become adults, capable of making 
our own decisions. 

But sometimes, even as adults, we find ourselves feeling like chil- 
dren again: helpless and desperate for approval from above. Certain 
people can make us feel like children simply through the intonations 
of their voices, the styles of their clothing, the manners in which they 
regard us, or the ways they position their desks at work. A voice on a 
loudspeaker or over an intercom can command instant authority. A 
man in a police uniform can lead us to speak an octave higher than 
we normally do. 

‘Textbooks on employee management, salesmanship, and interro- 
gation all detail precise methods for eliciting childhood emotional 
states. The technique is called “induced regression,” and it exploits 
the remnants of our natural childhood urges so that the subject “trans- 
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fers” parental authority onto the practitioner. Or, to say it another 
way, it’s a technique to create a new “they.” Our built-in instinct to 
respect authority is exploited by people who, for one reason or an- 
other, need us to revert to our obedient and praise-seeking childhood 
state of mind. 

There are hundreds of natural and healthy cognitive processes that 
can be exploited by those who understand them. As individuals hop- 
ing to regain a sense of authority over our own lives, we need not 
purge ourselves of our psychological traits so that they cannot be 
tapped. We liberate ourselves from coercion not by denying our un- 
derlying social and emotional needs—we do so by reclaiming them. 

For instance, fund-raisers and salespeople commonly give the pro- 
spective donor or customer a free gift. Many charities send us sets of 
greeting cards along with their pleas for financial assistance, while 
insurance salespeople give away calendars or appointment books. Are 
they giving us these things out of the goodness of their hearts? Of 
course not. They are trying to provoke a sense of obligation in us. 
Once we accept the gift, a transaction has been initiated. We owe 
the giver something. If we use the gift without paying anything, we 
feel a little guilty. Accepting a gift or favor obligates us to return one. 
Why? Because the development of a set of social and financial ob- 
ligations is part of what allowed us to form communities in the first 
place. I help you build your barn today, and you help me swat locusts 
off my crop next summer. This relationship isn’t as mercenary as it 
sounds. Mutual need, obligation, and reciprocity over time are the 
bases of any community. Survival depends on them. 

Today, we still give gifts as a way of establishing social rapport. 
When someone moves into our neighborhood, we may bring them 
food or something to make their adjustment easier. Unless the new 
neighbors are deeply neurotic about accumulating social obligations, 
they are thankful to be welcomed. The fact that we have permitted 
them to owe us something is itself a gift. We have initiated them into 
the fabric of community relationships. 

Enclosing a free gift in a solicitation for donations is meant to 


capitalize on this evolved set of behaviors. The technique has become 
so overused by now that it rarely works. We might feel guilty about 
it. We might throw out the free greeting cards rather than use them, 
just so we don’t have to be reminded about the animals that are 
suffering without our financial support every time we send a greeting. 
But most of us won’t be swayed enough by the offering to open our 
checkbooks. We just resent it. 

This resentment actually erodes the community spirit on which 
the manipulative technique is based. We are now suspicious of peo- 
ple who offer us gifts. A stranger who gives us something must want 
something in return. We are reluctant to perform acts of goodwill 
ourselves lest we provoke paranoia in the recipients. 

The most destructive side effect of coercive techniques is that they 
prey upon our best instincts and compromise our ability to employ 
them when we want to. Some of us are simply suckered. Others are 
made uncomfortable. ‘The most sophisticated and wary of us are made 
increasingly paranoid and antisocial. 

‘Today, P. T. Barnum’s famous insight on suckers can be extended: 
Currently there are three levels of response to coercion, which exist 
simultaneously in our culture. Some of us are readily fooled by the 
simplest of manipulative techniques. These people, who I call the 
“Traditionalists,” are the sort of folks who are emotionally moved by 
politicians’ speeches, dedicated to their local sports teams, and ready 
to believe that government agencies would prevent us from being 
duped by misleading advertisements. 

The next group—who marketers like to call “sophisticated” audi- 
ences—feels they understand how the media hope to manipulate 
them. These “Cool Kids” respond to coercive techniques that ac- 
knowledge their ironic detachment. Their television remote controls 
and video game controllers have changed their relationship to the 
television tube. ‘They like to deconstruct every image that is piped 
into their homes. But they fall for the wink wink, nudge nudge plea 
of the modern advertiser or salesperson who appeals to their media- 
savvy wit. As long as the coercer admits with a sideways glance that 
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he’s coercing, the Cool Kid is likely to take the bait. He is being 
rewarded for his ironic attitude. 

The last group has graduated from the culture of cool and is just 
plain fed up with everything that has a trace of manipulation. ‘The 
“New Simpletons” want straightforward, no-nonsense explanations for 
what they’re supposed to buy or do. They like salespeople that dis- 
pense with jargon and just tell it how it is. They buy Saturns so they 
won't have to negotiate, and they like plain-speaking pain-reliever 
commercials that simply say “This drug works.” ‘They go to the Price 
Club and Home Depot and order computers over the World Wide 
Web, basing their decisions on RAM, megahertz, and price. 

The existence of these three very different reactions to coercion in 
one culture at the same time is making life hard for advertisers, mar- 
keters, and public-relations experts. ‘To appeal to one sensibility is to 
alienate both the others. (On the other hand, a homespun message 
meant for New Simpletons may at first attract but ultimately confuse 
Traditionalists.) No matter how well the advertisers define the “target 
market,” the rest of us are still exposed to the same messages. Two- 
thirds of us are unaffected. And the people who have made a profes- 
sion of manipulating us are scared. 

That’s why we have a unique opportunity to disarm our manipu- 
lators and to restore the social interactions that their efforts—and our 
complicity — have eroded over time. More important, we can put an 
end to the coercive arms race that is fast absorbing so much of our 
time and resources. 

These realizations are just as valuable to advertisers and public- 
relations experts as they are to us. None of the influence professionals 
I spoke and worked with while writing this book actually likes the 
direction that the compliance industry has taken. Many of them suffer 
from migraines or insomnia and pay high bills for psychotherapy and 
prescription drugs. They would like nothing better than to exchange 
the guilt-inspiring drudgery of manipulation for the joy of real com- 
munication. Many of them want the race to end. 

If we accept that salesmanship, advertising, the telephone, lesson 


plans, and rituals all are really just ways of mediating human inter- 
action, then this book ultimately amounts to a course in media lit- 
eracy. For these and most other media, though originally forms of 
communication, have been turned into avenues of behavior and 
thought control. In order to make them truly interactive media once 
again, we must determine what it is we wish to communicate our- 
selves. This process is complex, requiring real thought and patient 
determination. 

The United States is the only developed nation in the world that 
does not mandate media literacy as part of its public-school curricu- 
lum. There are reasons why. Media literacy is dangerous — not to the 
individuals who gain it, but to the people and institutions that depend 
on our not having it. Once we master the tools of media literacy, we 
cannot apply them selectively. If we learn the techniques that an 
advertiser uses to fool us, we have also learned the techniques that a 
government uses. If we demystify the role of our hi-tech pundits, we 
may demystify the role of our priests as well. 

We also run the risk of succumbing to full-blown paranoia. Once 
we gain the ability to perceive the coercive forces acting on us every 
day from seemingly innocent sources, it will be difficult not to see 
the work of an influence professional behind every magazine cover. 
(It’s probably there, but that’s beside the point.) Once coercive tech- 
niques are put into practice, they have a tendency to sustain them- 
selves and multiply. Although someone may have intentionally 
concocted the technique at some point in the past, chances are it 
has been on automatic pilot ever since. And once we’ve programmed 
these techniques into our computerized marketplace, there’s no turn- 
ing back. On whichever side of the electric fence we find ourselves — 
as the coercer or the coercee —we are equally victimized, and equally 
to blame. 

That’s why it would be foolish for us to personify the forces behind 
our culture’s rampant coercive efforts. The chairman of the board is 
just as victimized by his shareholders and the quarterly bottom line 
as we are by his public-relations specialists. The art of manipulation 


has become so prevalent that it drives our culture forward more than 
any of its best agents do. It is more constructive to think of the co- 
ercive forces in our society as part of a big machine that has gotten 
out of control. As we become more conscious of how it works, we 
can begin to dismantle it. 

We are living through end-stage propaganda, a culture which has 
been subjected to so much assertion of authority —so much program- 
ming —that it exhibits pathological symptoms. Those of us who have 
been coerced into submission find ourselves feeling powerless, pas- 
sive, or depressed, and we may even resort to medication. Those of 
us compelled to resist these authorities tend to become suspicious 
and cynical. We believe “they” are real and allied against us. “They” 
have become the enemy. 

They're not. As one of the people who has been paid to come 
up with new strategies for manipulation, I can assure you: they’re 
just us. 


CHAPTER ONE 


The customer has a split second of insanity. The mind 
goes blank, the body paralyzes, the eyes get glassy. 
—A retired automobile salesman 


“When you're wearing a thousand-dollar suit,” Mort Spivas tells 
me as he lights a Havana cigar, “you project a different aura. And 
then people treat you differently. You exude confidence. And if you 
feel confident, you'll act confident.” . 

Mort Spivas (I’ve changed his name) has just won a “regional 
salesman” award from a distributor of mechanical beds, and he has 
invited a few of his best friends to celebrate his success in the cigar 
lounge of Windows on the World, high atop Manhattan's World 
Trade Center. I’ve known Mort for about five years, and in that time 
he has sold all kinds of things—real estate, used cars, hair- 
replacement procedures, and summer-camp contracts — with varying 
success. Those of us sipping Scotch together have stuck with him 
through hard days—I even lent him a few hundred bucks for rent 
and groceries once, after a real-estate deal went south — and this little 
celebration is his way of saying thanks. 

Mort is a master of interpersonal relationships. He has read count- 
less books and taken dozens of seminars on selling, self-esteem, the 
spirituality of money, and the secrets of negotiating. No matter how 
bad things get, Mort always seems to maintain his faith in his ability 
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to pitch almost anything and then close the deal. He believes he can 
get himself out of any predicament. And you get the feeling that if 
you hang around Mort long enough, he’ll do the same for you. His 
enthusiasm is contagious. Sometimes mysteriously so. 

“If you can figure out what a person wants, and then make what 
you have into that thing, you'll always sell them,” Mort likes to say. 
He appears to have proven his point. On this clear September night, 
looking out over the Hudson River, Mort Spivas—who, in his mid- 
thirties, is one of the youngest people ever to win his company’s 
“regional salesman” award —is, quite literally, on top of the world. 

About eight weeks later, very late into the night of a record- 
breaking East Coast snowstorm, my phone rings. 

“Tm at the hospital,” Mort confesses in an embarrassed, broken 
voice. He doesn’t want me to hear him this way. “They won’t let me 
out unless a friend comes to get me.” 

The next morning I manage to get to Queens, check my friend 
out of the emergency room, and transport him back to his fourth- 
story walk-up in Astoria. The doctors have assured Mort that the chest 
pains he experienced while shoveling snow the night before were only 
stress-related. His EKG looks fine, but the ambulance trip and ER 
ordeal have shaken Mort up pretty badly, so I use the snow as an 
excuse to stay with him for the next two days. 

Only then do I learn about the darker side of Mort’s surefire selling 
strategies, and the toll they are taking on his customers and himself. 

“As soon as I saw the address on the prospect card, I knew it was 
going to be trouble,” Spivas tells me as he prepares two egg-white- 
only omelets. (Not even a heart attack would keep him from being 
a good host.) “People don’t buy two-thousand-dollar beds in the South 
Bronx, but it was the only location I had time to reach before the 
storm hit, and they had an Italian name, so I gave it a shot.” 

Salesmen know that a pitch is only as good as the prospect, so 
they try to figure out as much as they can about the name on the 
response card before they invest an afternoon in anyone. The bed 
company he works for runs ads with an 800 number to call for more 


information. Respondents are sent a promotional videotape and then 
called on by a salesman for a follow-up visit—the close. 

Mort deftly dices some onions and peppers, then spreads them out 
in a pan of simmering oil as he continues his tale. He parked his 
beat-up Oldsmobile in front of the tenement (he takes the Lexus only 
to the suburbs) and paid a twelve-year-old in the street two bucks to 
watch it for him as went inside to meet his marks. He left his 
thousand-dollar suit at home, too—less for fear of being mugged than 
out of a desire not to intimidate his lower-middle-class prospects. 

“You've got to match yourself to the customer,” Mort explains. 
“Maybe be one notch better off, but never more than that. You want 
to be well-off enough for them to want to be your friend, but close 
enough to be their equal. People want to trust you.” He trails off into 
silence for a moment, losing himself in his cooking. Mort knows he 
has been regularly betraying the trust he so painstakingly works to 
gain, 

“When I got in I could tell the wife was the one who called. They 
were old. Seventies, maybe. The guy just looked at me suspiciously 
with his arms crossed. I knew to either draw the husband in or get 
rid of him completely and hope the wife was allowed to sign a check.” 
Mort says he immediately went into one of his well-practiced rou- 
tines. To gain the husband’s trust, he set himself up as the couple’s 
advocate. 

He told them, “One of our shifty salesmen got your card, but when 
I saw the neighborhood — the place my own grandmother grew up —I 
took it from him and did the call myself, even though this is a long 
drive from my regular region. It was more important to me that you 
didn’t get screwed, if you'll pardon my French, than that you buy a 
bed.” 

Apparently this tactic worked, because the husband followed his 
wife and the salesman into the kitchen for the pitch. Mort pulled out 
an order form and put it on the table. He didn’t refer to it for a long 
time. He just left it there, as if it would be dealt with inevitably. 
Instead, he explained what the other, more devious salesman would 
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have done. He showed them a picture of the bed that “Arnie” would 
have sold them: the $2,100 “special” that gets pitched to people who 
live in zip codes where they think they can pull a fast one. Poor 
craftsmanship, a shorter warranty, but a higher profit margin. A bed 
not even manufactured in the United States! 

The wife tsk’ed and shook her head, but the husband, unmoved, 
hadn’t uncrossed his arms. Worse, he had put one finger over his 
mouth—a sure sign, according to the many body language books 
Mort has read, that the husband did not believe him. Time for a self- 
deprecating detail. 

“But Arnie’s jokes would have been a lot better than mine, ma’am, 
I can assure you of that.” 

“We didn’t call for jokes,” the old lady said with a laugh. “We 
called about beds.” She absentmindedly brushed her hand across the 
order form—a telltale sign she was ready to buy, and a tempting 
opening for a “trial close,” Mort thought to himself. But with the 
husband on shaky ground, it was too much of a risk. According to 
the negotiating books, you get only two shots at a close, and Mort 
wanted to make sure he was in a better position. So he changed tacks. 

“Is that your son?” he asked, motioning to a photo taped to the 
refrigerator. The old man seemed pleased. 

“Our grandson,” he answered proudly. 

“No!” Mort feigned disbelief as he touched the old woman’s hand, 
securing it more firmly on the sales form in the process. “Why, he 
must be twenty, at least!” He rose to get a better look at the picture, 
as well as the husband, who had maneuvered himself behind Mort’s 
chair. Never lose track of your prospect, the experts advise. 

“He’s a water-sports enthusiast, huh?” Mort asked. Neither of the 
grandparents replied, but Mort forged ahead with the old friendship- 
making technique of pretending he was interested in water sports, 
too. “I haven’t been up to my parents’ lake house in months. I'd love 
to get back on a parasail. Does your grandson parasail?” 

“He used to,” replied the man. “I think he did. But he hasn’t done 
anything like that since the accident.” 
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Oops. Mort was about to change course, when the old woman 
continued. 

“He had an accident water-skiing,” she said sadly. “Four years ago. 
Fractured a vertebra.” 

“Oh my,” Mort said. “Is he okay now?” 

“He’s in a wheelchair,” the old man said, walking out to the living 
room. 

Mort was in a tough position. He threw himself on the old 
woman’s mercy, apologizing profusely. If she felt sorry enough for 
him, he’d still accomplish his original purpose of drawing her out. 

“You couldn’t have known,” she reassured him. Mort surmised 
from the way she put her tongue to her upper teeth and looked down 
and to the right that she had more to say but that her rational left 
brain was holding her back. She wanted a confidante. People make 
friends by sharing confidences. They need to talk. He took a shot in 
the dark. 

“How is your husband doing with it?” Mort asked, motioning sub- 
tly with his eyes toward the old man, who was already flipping 
through the dial on the TV set. 

“He’s holding on to the pain, if you know what I mean.” 

“I know exactly what you mean,” Mort responded compassionately. 
He had found his sales hook. 

Mort pauses for a moment to carefully fold over the first of his 
omelets as he explains to me that his own faux pas revealed a dynamic 
between the couple to be exploited. The husband was holding on to 
his pain, and the wife sought to relieve it. The mechanical bed would 
make a perfect metaphor for her struggle. The old man’s resistance 
to buying the bed could now be generalized, by a perceptive sales- 
man, into the husband’s whole problem. By convincing her husband 
to buy a more comfortable, more flexible bed, the old woman could 
start him on the road to recovery. His decision to buy the bed was 
more important for him than the bed itself. It would amount to a 
symbolic act of caring for himself. 

“He’s got to think of himself, too,” Mort began. 


“I know,” the old woman agreed, getting up and escorting Mort 
to the bedroom. She spoke loud enough for the husband to hear over 
the television set. 

“He doesn’t have a good back, and look at what he’s sleeping on.” 
Mort pulled back the bedcover to reveal the frame beneath. He was 
shocked. Not only was it a mechanical bed manufactured by his own 
company’s fiercest competitor, but it was the best bed on the market. 
However, the mattress on top was not the correct one for a mechan- 
ical bed with two separate elevation controls. It was a one-piece mat- 
tress that would slip off the frame whenever one side or the other 
was raised. In theory, all the couple needed to do was buy a set of 
hinged mattresses from the company that made the bed, and they’d 
have a better system than anything Spivas could offer them. 

“Who sold you this?!” Mort asked in horror. 

“The people who moved out upstairs,” she said. “But it hasn’t 
worked —” 

“I know.” Mort nodded. He invented reasons to get rid of it, all 
lies. “That company’s beds are the worst. The mattresses can even 
slip right off the frame. It’s very dangerous. You shouldn’t even plug 
it in. There’ve been reports of fires.” 

“Did you hear that?” she shouted out to her husband. “Fires!” 

“Tell him what Eddie said!” the husband shouted back. 

Eddie, the couple’s son-in-law, had informed them of the bed’s 
real probiem. He told them to buy the appropriate mattress from the 
original bed manufacturer and everything would be okay. 

“If only that were true,” Mort lied. “These companies make things 
so cheap these days that you can’t replace individual parts. Did you 
ever try to fix your VCR? It’s cheaper to get a whole new bed.” Mort 
used his new weapon. “He shouldn’t be sleeping on a patched- 
together piece of mechanical crap, anyway, if you'll excuse my lan- 
guage.” He paused meaningfully. “How long has he been suffering?” 

“Too long,” she said, looking up and to the left. 

“That’s the sign I was waiting for,” Mort tells me as he flips the 
first completed omelet from the frying pan onto a warm, waiting plate 


in the oven. “Up and to left means she’s accessing her emotional 
memories, and very impressionable.” 

By the time all three were gathered once again around the kitchen 
table, Mort had sold the wife on his company’s best bed, but the 
husband was unsure. Time for an old trick he’d developed during his 
days on the used-car lot. He told the old man that he was down at 
the warehouse yesterday, where he saw two improperly labeled mat- 
tresses. Their serial numbers indicated that they were standard mat- 
tresses, but he could plainly see that they had heating units 
installed—an $800 value. 

He made a call on his cellular phone to his “buddy at the ware- 
house” to find out whether those mattresses were still available. Mi- 
raculously, only one had been sold. The other—well, Arnie had put 
dibs on it, but if Mort had a signed sale he’d release it to him. 

Mort put his hand over the mouthpiece and related the informa- 
tion to his prospects. Of course the whole call was a ruse —all the 
beds come with heating as part of the standard package. But Mort 
made it clear that if they didn’t grab this bed right now, they’d lose 
out to Arnie. Convinced he was getting something for nothing, and 
anxious to beat Mort’s slimy competitor, the old man quickly agreed 
to the sale and signed on the line. 

Spivas had already milked the couple for $3,800, but he wasn’t 
through with them yet. If he could get them to agree to pay for the 
bed on installment, he would double his commission. The old man 
was already trying to write a check, so Mort had to act fast. 

‘Tm supposed to take that check and go home,” Mort confided, 
“but Pd feel terrible if I let the company get away with it.” He had 
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their attention, now. “The rich folks we sell to all use the payment 
plan because they know how much they're saving. We’re not sup- 
posed to mention this anywhere but Westchester, but you don’t have 
to pay for the bed today, or even this year.” 

The old man didn’t like to buy on credit, he explained. 


“How much do you make a year on your investments?” Mort 
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asked. “I don’t mean to get too personal, but if you'll let me, I can 
show you how to make the bed pay for itself.” 

“I make about twenty percent,” the man told him, smiling. 

Mort knew from his car-dealing days that most people lie about 
how much interest they earn. “I'll be generous,” he told the man. 
“Let’s say you make just ten percent a year on your money. With an 
interest rate of only six percent, the loan on this bed earns you four 
percent on your money every year. The math is simple.” 

Mort demonstrated through a long and confusing set of numbers 
that the couple could earn more interest by keeping their money in 
savings and paying for the bed on the installment plan. Between the 
loan fee and a balloon payment at the end of the five-year loan— 
technically a lease on the bed—the couple would end up paying an 
exorbitant fee for the privilege of layaway. But Mort’s calculations 
thoroughly baffled the old man into submission. To preserve his sense 
of dignity in front of his wife, he agreed to a payment schedule and 
savings scheme that he did not fully understand. 

Mort had sold more than $5,000 of bedding and financing for a 
product he told me was worth roughly $2,500. Although all the pa- 
perwork was signed and a team of expert “customer service” repre- 
sentatives were ready with an arsenal of strategies in case the couple 
changed their minds, Mort had a simple method for insuring that the 
sale would be final. From his case he pulled out a large, zippered, 
plastic bag. Inside it was a twenty-five-dollar “cottony” quilted pad, 
which he presented to the couple as a token of his appreciation for 
their order. 

“I want to make sure you're happy with the order before I leave,” 
he said. “If you want to change your mind, we can rip this up right 
now. 

“No, no,” the old lady protested, taking the gift. “You’ve been a 
great help to both of us.” 

And with that little exchange, Mort reduced the probability of 
cancellation by 80 percent, according to one of his influence books. 


On the way home, however, it wasn’t fear of the couple’s buyer’s 
remorse that plagued him, but rather his own seller’s remorse. Nor- 
mally, he would have been overjoyed. He had converted a highly 
improbable prospect into a $1,500 commission, and he was going to 
make it home before the snowstorm hit. But as he waited to pay his 
toll on the Triborough Bridge, he was besieged by his own guilt. He 
couldn’t get the image of the couple’s wheelchair-bound grandson 
out of his head. He imagined himself confronted at the Pearly Gates 
by every customer he had suckered in his ten years of coercive selling. 

When he got up to the toll booth, he paid double, instructing the 
collector to let the next car pass through for free. Not even this little 
gesture could assuage his guilt. Instead, it made him question all of 
his real-life relationships. Did he have any genuine friends at all, or 
had he merely “won” them through his well-honed trickery? By the 
time Mort got home, he was in the midst of an anxiety attack. He 
couldn’t think of a single friend he hadn’t gained through some 
method or other he had gleaned from a sales class or psychology 
book, and as the snow began to blanket Astoria in white, Mort felt 
his world closing in on him. He got out a shovel and tried to dig 
himself out. When his downstairs neighbors saw him standing in the 
snow, his hands to his chest, they made him take a cab to the hospital. 

“The whole time, the title of that Dale Carnegie book kept going 
through my head: How to Win Friends and Influence People,” Mort 
tells me as he finally serves me my omelet. “Thats what I’d done. 
I'd won friends by influencing people. Then fucked them over.” 

Mort hadn't suffered a heart attack. No, the best regional salesman 
had had an attack of conscience. 


Get Him in the Box 


Perhaps Mort shouldn’t have been so hard on himself. He didn’t 
invent the techniques he was inflicting so skillfully on the old couple 
from the Bronx. Most of them had been used, in one form or another, 
since Dale Carnegie’s day and long before. 


In fact, Carnegie’s 1936 classic has sold more than 15,000,000 
copies, and is still considered the Bible in the art of hand-to-hand 
coercion. Written as the country was emerging from a devastating 
depression, the book has four main sections, which serve as a template 
to exploiting the basic emotional needs of human beings in order to 
manipulate them: Fundamental Techniques in Handling People, Six 
Ways to Make People Like You, How to Win People to Your Way 
of Thinking, and How to Change People Without Giving Offense or 
Arousing Resentment. 

Carnegie’s primer on coercion has provided the basis for decades 
of much more advanced research into personality assessment and 
behavioral control. With each new discovery in psychology, neurol- 
ogy, and cognition comes a corresponding leap in the influence in- 
dustry’s ability to hone its own techniques. While more complex than 
the examples elucidated by Carnegie in 1936, the methods developed 
by automobile companies, customer-service experts, and even CIA 
interrogators are simply more scientific, better camouflaged, and pre- 
cisely tuned versions of Carnegie’s classics. 

The hundreds of interpersonal coercive techniques developed 
since Carnegie’s day all still rely on his basic premise that people can 
be handled, made to like you, won over, and ultimately changed with- 
out their knowledge. Human beings are reduced to manageable per- 
sonality types, and friendship is reduced to a precondition for 
manipulation. The illusion of an interpersonal social bond puts a 
target off-guard. Once sufficiently lulled into a false sense of security, 
the new “friend” can be subjected to more directly coercive tech- 
niques without activating his natural defense mechanisms. 

By elevating the coercive process to a philosophy of life, books like 
Camegie’s legitimize people-handling. It’s a set of techniques so well 
proven that the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency includes it in its 
interrogation manual. The CIA’s “Kubark” manual, written in 1963, 
was designed to help their operatives elicit confessions and intelli- 
gence from detainees.! There are no references to rubber hoses or 


electric shocks. Apparently the mind games of salesmen like Spivas 
work better than overt torture. 

The CIA structures its noncoercive interrogations in four main 
parts, loosely corresponding to each section of Dale Carnegie’s book 
and to Spivas’s final sale of a mechanical bed. Before the first phase 
even begins, the agents use whatever knowledge they have of the 
subject to assign an appropriate interrogator to his case. The subject’s 
nationality, military training, and “hostility level” are the primary cri- 
teria for choosing an interrogator who is most likely to develop “a 
genuine insight into the source’s character and motives . . . because 
it is considered basic to the establishment of rapport.” This advance 
work is called “screening.” 

Although Spivas lied about taking the old Italian couple’s card 
from the nefarious but imaginary Arnie, his superiors had assigned 
the prospects to him based on their zip code and preliminary answers 
to the telephone operator’s questions. In the first phase of questioning, 
a CIA interrogator works to generate “an initial assumption of good 
will,” or, as Carnegie puts it, to “win a friend.” The CIA manual 
suggests appearing genuinely concerned about the subject’s feelings, 
developing a mutual set of goals, or defining a common enemy as a 
means to developing the illusion of friendship. The opening is about 
listening, assessing, acknowledging, and befriending. 

The manual instructs interrogators not to steer the subject toward 
any topic in particular—least of all the information he is trying to 
extract—and to “gain a deeper understanding of the source as an 
individual . . .” It continues, “Sometimes seemingly rambling mono- 
logues about personal matters are preludes to significant admissions.” 
CIA experience has shown that many people cannot bring themselves 
to provide information that puts them in an unfavorable light until, 
through a lengthy “prefatory rationalization,” they feel that they can 
make the interrogators understand why they acted as they did. 

Spivas won his targets as friends by telling them how he rescued 
them from their common enemy, Arnie, how his grandparents used 
to live in the same neighborhood, and by empathizing about their 


grandson’s tragedy. Instead of driving his prospects toward the sale, 
he slowed them down and provoked them to speak about deeper 
emotional issues. Thus he had more to work with later, when he 
wanted to make his prospects pick the more expensive bed and pay- 
ment plan. 

Like the salesman, the CIA interrogator watches for subtle reac- 
tions that might be revealing, and for “nonverbal” communications 
like gestures, posture, blushing, sweat, or a visible pulse in the neck 
or throat. Unnatural pauses indicate that questions are getting close 
to “sensitive areas.” 

The “opening” also begins the process through which the subject's 
own world and values are replaced by those of the interrogator. As 
the minutes, hours, or days go by, the “sights and sounds of an outside 
world fade away, [and] its significance is replaced by the interrogation 
room, its two occupants, and the dynamic relationship between 
them,” which is why interrogation rooms are generally devoid of win- 
dows and free of all reference to the outside world, including time 
of day and day of the week. The subject becomes completely de- 
pendent on the interrogator for all external stimuli and, accordingly, 
his sense of self. The CIA has observed that when people are detained 
in such conditions for several days, they begin to experience symp- 
toms of “superstition, intense love of any other living thing, perceiving 
inanimate objects as alive, hallucinations, and delusions.” Although 
a salesman like Spivas doesn’t have the luxury of a closed interroga- 
tion room in which to imprison his prospect, he can work toward 
building dependency by painting a picture of the rest of the bed-sales 
universe — Arnie and the warehouse, for example —as a dark and dan- 
gerous place. The salesman must appear like the only friendly face 
in an otherwise hostile world. Old people living alone are usually the 
most susceptible to this technique. 

In the second stage of interrogation, “reconnaissance,” the inter- 
rogator gently directs the subject toward more sensitive areas — topics 
the interrogator has chosen through his observation of the subject's 
body language and tone of voice. For Spivas, this was the moment 


he went into the bedroom, saw the bed, and asked how long the 
husband had been suffering. 

Now the salesman moves toward the close, or what the CIA inter- 
rogator would call “extracting a confession.” The use of language and 
leading sentences is extremely important at this stage. The CIA rec- 
ommends against using questions like “Do you know anything about 
Plant X?” because this kind of phrasing will most likely lead to a 
negative answer. Instead, they suggest more presumptive questions, 
like “Do you have any friends who work at Plant X?” 

If a good rapport has been established early on, this more direct 
manipulation usually yields excellent results. The focus has been 
taken off the subject’s resistance to revealing information and has 
shifted to his personal psychological longings. An expert interrogator 
can lead his subjects to the rationalization that their confessions are 
satisfying a greater mutual goal. Since the relationship with the in- 
terrogator is the only way the subject has of judging his progress 
toward that goal, the better that relationship gets, the better he feels 
about himself. 

The CIA offers a list of tricks to help the interrogator in this dif 
ficult psychological maneuver. They are all designed to disrupt a 
person’s familiar emotional associations and to lead him into a state 
of confusion. “When this aim is achieved,” the manual explains, “re- 
sistance is seriously impaired. There is an interval—which may be 
extremely brief—of suspended animation, a kind of psychological 
shock or paralysis . . . that explodes the world that is familiar to the 
subject as well as his image of himself within that world. Experienced 
interrogators recognize this effect when it appears and know that at 
this moment the source is far more open to suggestion.” 

The great majority of coercive techniques are aimed at generating 
that same moment of disorientation. Once a person’s rational faculties 
have been compromised, he is ripe for manipulation. 

Hand-to-hand coercion specialists stage “psychodramas” to achieve 
this effect. The CIA has names for each scenario they role play. In 
“Nobody Loves You,” the subject is told that other detainees are de- 


nouncing him maliciously. “The Witness” leads the detainee to be- 
lieve that someone else is confessing. A secretary simply emerges from 
the “witness’s” interrogation room and pretends to type reports from 
her notes. As she does, she asks the subject how to spell certain words 
“closely linked to the activity of which he is accused.” Then the 
interrogator emerges and tells the frightened subject he is not naded 
anymore. A desperate confession usually follows. “Ivan Is a Dope 

involves making the hostile agent’s boss or organization look like they 
don’t care about him: “Sell the agent the idea that the interrogator, 
not his old service, represents his true friend.” 

In a scenario called “Spinoza and Mortimer Snerd,” the interro- 
gator asks lofty and confusing questions for which the subject could 
not possibly have answers. By the time the interrogator asks a question 
that the subject does know, he is relieved to be able to answer cor- 
rectly. In “The Staged Escape,” interrogators pretend to be agents 
from the prisoner’s own country. They “kill” the captors, bring the 
prisoner to “safety,” then ask him to tell them what he did not reveal 
to the enemy. For “Alice in Wonderland,” interrogators ask silly non- 
sensical questions and use bizarre vocal inflections that make the 
prisoner think he is hallucinating. In “Under the Spell,” subjects are 
convinced they have been successfully hypnotized. The interrogator 
suggests to the subject that his arm is about to become very warm. 
What the subject does not know is that the arm of his chair has been 
heated. If the subject believes a great force is controlling him, he has 
an excuse to surrender. 

The “Mutt and Jeff” routine is just a version of the good-cop/bad- 
cop technique employed by the boys on “NYPD Blue.” The CIA 


manual describes the script: 


The angry interrogator accuses the subject of.. . offenses, any of 
fenses, especially those that are heinous or demeaning. During the 
harangue, the friendly, quiet interrogator breaks in to say, “Wait a 
minute, Jim. Take it easy.” The angry interrogator . . . says, “Tm 


going to take a break, have a couple of stiff drinks. But PII be back 
at two—and you, you bum, you better be ready to talk.” 


After the “bad cop” is gone, the “good cop” offers the prisoner a 
“fair chance to tell his side of the story...” 

Spivas’s little psychodrama took place when he pretended to call 
his warehouse to see if the “mislabeled” bed was still available. The 
moment of confusion occurred when he put his hand over the 
mouthpiece of the phone and asked the couple what they wanted to 
do. They were no longer in their own kitchen, deciding to buy a bed. 
They were transported, emotionally and psychologically, to a fictional 
warehouse with a mislabeled bed. Spivas then used a variation on 
“Alice in Wonderland” to confuse the old man into opting for a 
payment plan. 

Because of his young age relative to his prospects, Spivas couldn’t 
use the CIA’s most powerful confusion technique, induced regres- 
sion. Based on Sigmund Freud’s method for inducing childlike states 
during psychoanalysis, the questioner is to remain sympathetic and 
understanding, and wait for the patient to discuss early-life experi- 
ences. The CIA manual instructs that “routine questions about 
schoolteachers, for example, will lead the subject to reveal a good 
deal of how he feels about his parents, superiors, and others of emo- 
tional consequence to him because of associative links in his mind.” 

The subject who focuses on his past will eventually revert to a 
childlike, helpless state in which he transfers parental authority to the 
questioner. As the handbook puts it, even when more manipulative 
techniques are required, they are “in essence methods of inducing 
regression of the personality to whatever earlier and weaker level is 
required for the dissolution of resistance and the inculcation of de- 
pendence.” Interrogators also induce regression by strictly controlling 
the environment. They retard and advance clocks, serve meals at odd 
times, and alter the lights erratically—anything to make the subject 
feel helpless in an environment that is out of his control. 

Once transference is achieved, the interrogator assumes a fatherly 


demeanor. The parent figure presents the subject with a way out—a 
face-saving solution. “Whether the excuse is that others have already 
confessed (‘All the other boys are doing it), that the interrogatee had 
a chance to redeem himself (‘You're really a good boy at heart ), or 
that he can’t help himself (‘They made you do it’), the effective ra- 
tionalization, the one the source will jump at, is likely to be... an 
adult’s version of the excuses of childhood.” a 
The final stage of interrogation and sales, “the conclusion, is, of 
course, necessary only for subjects who have survived the interroga- 
tion. The objective of this stage is to secure “ongoing edoperahon 
by convincing the subject that he has not been duped. The subject 
must not be allowed to know he has been exposed to these tech- 
niques, lest he attack the agency later in court. Also he might Bg a 
useful source at some later time. By bringing the subject out of re- 
gression slowly, and making him feel good about his confession, the 
agency can depend on his future business. . 7 
Spivas was well aware of the necessity for this fourth and - 
stage. That’s why he gave his customers the quilted pad and offerec 
them a chance to back out of the deal precisely as they were ac- 
cepting the gift. The physical object confirms the contract symboli- 
cally and serves as a tangible reminder that the couple has been given 


an opportunity to change their minds. 


System Selling—Car Dealers 


The influence techniques promoted by Dale Carnegie and refined 
by the CIA have been adapted and upgraded by a wide variety of 
industries. Unlike Spivas, who depends on his wiles to induce diso- 
rientation, regression, transference, and compliance, specialists m 
larger businesses like retailing, marketing, and, perhaps most of all, 
automotive sales have learned to systematize the tools of the hand-to- 
hand coercer for more effective use. Today, car salesmen work from 
prepared scripts that are revised and improved based on our increas- 


ing resistance to their methodology. It amounts to a tactical war be- 
tween America and its automotive industry. 

While traveling salesmen and government operatives depend on 
their own limited experiences and the insights of psychologists, car 
dealers are the beneficiaries of corporate-sponsored research. It’s r big 
business, one that dwarfs mechanical bed salesmen and counter- 
espionage agents alike. The millions of us who have been through 
the car-buying process serve as the massive experimental sample on 
which the system is refined. If too many of us learn to resist a partic- 
ular technique, that method is reworked and then camouflaged into 
a new one. 

Car salesmen are indoctrinated to their dealerships’ selling systems 
through video and audio cassettes, customized literature, and live 
seminars. Jim Miller (not his real name), a retired automobile sales- 
man who worked at a number of different dealerships in his thirty- 
year career, agreed to reveal the secrets of his trade. 

I'he seventy-year-old Southerner handed me a large cardboard car- 
ton filled with the materials he had collected throughout his career 
Among his favorites were a series of seminars on videotape sailed 

Mike Kay's Peak Power”? and a set of printed materials prepared by 
a company called “Markham Technologies, Inc.,” both of which he 
received from the dealerships where he’s worked. The last place Mil- 
ler was hired to sell cars developed a system of selling based solel 
on a book ostensibly aimed at helping consumers avoid the tricks of 

car dealers, Remar Sutton’s Don’t Get Taken Every Time? That’s 
when he decided to retire. | 

“It was like a war,” Miller explained. “The smarter the customers 
got, the worse the manuals would get. They'd make it look like we 
were doing something nicer or more open, but it was the same old 
thing, better hidden.” The devious beauty of car-selling systems is 
that they are so well scripted that the salesman hardly needs to make 
any conscious decisions during his pitch. Unlike Spivas, who relied 
on his own cunning to engage each of his customers in an emotional 
interaction, car dealers need only to master the selling system. 


In car sales, like CIA interrogations, direct contact with a subject 
is preceded by an assessment procedure. Larger dealerships assign 
particular salesmen to each kind of customer. Single females will be 
assigned to the handsomest young salesman, while married couples — 
notoriously the most suspicious buyers —will be assigned to an inten- 
tionally disheveled and honest-looking salesman. Dealers prefer to 
conduct routine prescreening interviews over the phone with pro- 
spective buyers in order to more precisely match them with an ap- 
propriate salesman and script. 

The “approach” is everything. The salesman needs to create that 
same sense of goodwill that interrogators earn in the opening mo- 
ments of an interview. One standard technique is to approach a cus- 
tomer while he’s examining a particular car on the lot. As Remar 
Sutton’s sample scenario goes: “Boy, I’m glad I saw you! The guys 
have been trying to sell that car to someone for a month. It’s just not 
a car you would want to own.” A car salesman telling me not to buy a 
car? This guy must be honest. I’m glad he got assigned to me. 

Now, the salesman’s job is the same as the interrogator’s: to be- 
come the customer's friend. As Mike Kay explains on the first tape 
in his series, “Be friendly, nice. Give them space. Find common 
ground. Make the customer laugh. If you can do that, they will have 
trust in you.” If the customer is in the insurance business, the sales- 
man should mention that he has a brother in the insurance busi- 
ness — whether he does or doesn’t. Remember how Spivas pretended 
to be a water-sports enthusiast when he saw the picture on his pros- 
pect’s refrigerator? 

According to Jim Miller, the establishment of a friendship serves 
a multitude of purposes. Ideally, under the pretense of creating a 
bond, the salesman will be able to determine the prospect’s marital 
status, his income range, his self-image, and, of course, his likelihood 
of buying a car. In the same way that the CIA interrogator assesses 
his subject’s “psychologic-emotional and geographic-cultural typog- 
raphies,” the car dealer gathers information during the “preapproach” 


in a process called “blueprinting.” 


The key piece of information to be obtained during blueprinting 
is the customer’s Dominant Buying Motive, or DBM. The DBM is 
never the need for a particular car, but the basic human need to be 
heard. Salesmen are instructed not to steer the conversation at all— 
especially not toward the subject of cars—but simply to listen. One 
of Miller's manuals explains, “Each person’s strongest need is prob- 
ably the need to be understood. Buying is ninety percent emotional.” 
Thus a good salesman initially avoids the subject of cars and engines 
and, through what appears to be friendship, gets to the heart of the 
matter: the prospect’s emotional life. He is attempting to help his 
customer rationalize how the purchase of a car will solve deeper 
psychological needs, 

In car sales, the prospect’s DBM could be anything from looking 
cool to his friends to demonstrating to his wife who is in charge of 
the family money. The more information the salesman has gathered 
about the customer, the more primal a motive he can address, What- 
ever the case, once a bond has been established and the DBM iden- 
tihed, the customer is ready for the car dealers version of 
reconnaissance, otherwise known as the test drive. 

Bringing a customer to this stage requires leading him toward a 
decision of what kind of car he’d like to drive. Car salesmen use the 
same linguistic rules as CIA interrogators. As Miller put it, “Do not 
ask any question that will lead to a yes or no answer, like ‘Would you 
like to take a test drive?’ Just ask him ‘Which one would like to take 
for a drive? ” His language presupposes your actions. 

Once the salesman has the customer inside a new car, he will take 
advantage of the car’s pristine interior to change the prospect’s rela- 
tionship to his own sorry excuse for a car. Car dealer Remar Sutton 
warns prospective buyers, “Don’t let him ‘reinforce’ you. That’s a nice 
technique that goes something like this: ‘How does the ride compare 
to your present car, Mr. Smith?. . . It’s a quiet car, isn’t it?... How 

do the seats feel? Aren’t they comfortable? Just like an armchair?’ ” 
Once he has led the customer to feel dissatished about his own car 
and the life it represents, he can attempt to put the customer in that 


same state of suspended animation that the CIA interrogator looks 
out for. . l 

As Miller explained, “Somewhere during that demo drive, while 
you're making your trial close—not asking for the sale yet— you ask 
him, in these exact words, ‘Is this the type of vehicle you would like 
to own?’ It happens. And anyone will tell you this, the vacuum 
cleaner salesman, the carpet salesman — the customer has a split sec- 
ond of insanity. The mind goes blank, the body paralyzes, the eyes 
get glassy, dilated. And you'd be surprised how many people have an 
accident at just that moment! Ask any car dealer. We always joke 
about it.” i 

How could a single question provoke such an extreme response? 
Partly because it relies on disassociation. The customer is already in 
a vehicle, being asked to imagine himself owning the same type of 
vehicle. It’s the same as if I asked you if this is the kind of book you 
can imagine yourself reading. Your current situation is reframed in 
fantasy. It creates a momentary confusion, or disassociation, from the 
activity you're involved in. That’s why so many drivers crash. They 
are no longer just driving the car but imagining themselves driving 
the car. It is a momentary loss of awareness, during which the cus- 
tomer’s defense mechanisms and rational processes are disabled. 

If the customer answers no, he is brought back to the dealership 
and either upgraded or downgraded to a vehicle that better suits his 
needs. Then the process begins again. If he answers yes, then a is 
brought back inside for the third stage, “extracting a confession” — 
or, in salesman-speak, “the close.” E 

Even the way the customer is shown around the dealership is 
meant to elicit compliance. He is told where to go, how to walk, 
when to sit. One training manual instructs the salesman to give the 
customer coffee whether he wants it or not. “Don’t ask him if he 
wants a cup of coffee—just ask him how he takes it.” In this way, 
the customer is trained to obey and, given his fear and disorientation 
in the sales environment, he welcomes the commands and their im- 
plied invitation for him to regress into the safety of childhood. 


Invariably, the close takes place in a carefully controlled environ- 
ment, often under video surveillance. There are no windows, and the 
customer has little connection to the real world. The salesman is 
the only familiar face in this environment—the only connection to 
the real world and that test drive in the open air. He’s the one who 
understands why the customer’s wife insists on a safe car with a hatch- 
back, and how annoying that is. 

The prospect has been told that the reason he’s been brought to 
this room is to figure out “how we're going to get you driving that 
car.” He may even be led to believe his first offer on the car has been 
accepted already—that the negotiation is over. But it has barely 
started. Now the salesman brings in the tough guy: the manager or 
“closer.” ‘Thus begins the automobile industry’s own sophisticated ver- 
sion of the “Mutt and Jeff” routine. 

The customer probably didn’t notice the manager at first. He’s the 
guy standing by the customer’s old trade-in, running his hands along 
its dented exterior and picking off loose paint in an old psyche-out 
called “dehossing.” As Miller described it, “Dehossing is nothing 
more than a mind game. Put your finger on the tires and test the 
tread, any blemish at all. Just pause, scratch your head, don’t say 
anything, but let them know you found something not perfect about 
their car. Dehoss them. Lower their expectations.” 

In many cases, the manager delays direct involvement with the 
prospect for a long time. He's the “heavy” but can often be more 
effective by remaining out of sight. Your salesman becomes the ally, 
putting together a deal memo and then rushing off to have it ap- 
proved by the manager. In reality, the salesman might never even 
talk to the manager at all. As Remar Sutton reveals, “You sign an 
order, give the salesman your deposit, and sit there while he goes off 
to fight for you, to get the manager to approve your offer. This guy 
is really on your side, you think. In truth, however, your salesman is 
probably in the lounge with the other guys having a Coke.” 

Invariably, he returns only to say that his manager just won't let 
him sell a car this cheaply. Most people expect to be bumped up at 


this juncture and readily agree to paying a little more, taking a few 
extras, or signing an extended-service plan. The customer looks to the 
salesman as an advocate and ally who has already made the case to 
the omniscient boss, who already knows the true condition of that 
lousy trade-in. The prospect can refuse to raise his offer, but once he 
does, he will be treated like a prisoner of war. The salesman will 
leave to “reason” with the manager, while the customer must sit alone 
for a long time in a bare, fluorescent-lit room. The CIA employs the 
same technique: “A source who refuses to talk can be placed in un- 
pleasant solitary confinement for a time. Then a friendly soul treats 
him to an unexpected walk in the woods . . . both Germans and the 
Chinese have used this trick effectively.” 

“When I come back,” Miller told me, “I'll bring him a cup of 
coffee and tell him how I’m risking my job by fighting so hard on 
his behalf. I admire his trade-in, but my manager is a stickler. I don’t 
mind making no commission because he’s such a nice guy and we 
have so much in common. But my manager can’t let a car go off the 
lot for this price—he has overhead and dealer’s costs. Besides, some- 
one else is now making an offer on the same car, and it’s higher than 
ours. | might even get people from the accounting department to 
stand by the car and pretend they're customers making an offer on 
it.” 

If the customer remains intransigent, the salesman will initiate the 
“switch.” That is, he’ll bring in the manager or deal closer, who has 
already been watching on closed-circuit television. He has the unfair 
advantage of knowing how the prospect negotiates, what his priorities 
are, and what relationship he’s developed with the salesman. His only 
communication so far has been big rejection stamps on the poor 
salesman’s deal memos — themselves tested in focus groups for their 
ability to intimidate. Now the man with the big stamp is standing 
between you and your car, everything that car has been made to 
represent, and the salesman who is your friend. . 

Managers are instructed to feign annoyance with their salesmen 
for putting them in this position. The prospective buyer is made to 


feel that he is jeopardizing his new friend’s job. In essence, an Oed- 
ipal triangle has been set up with the customer, the dealer, and the 
manager playing the roles of child, mother, and father respectively, 
It's up to the customer and dealer to dupe mean old Dad. 

Miller would make “hand signals and winks,” pretending to com- 
municate to the customer without the manager’s knowledge. “The 
manager knows to leave the room for a brief moment, when PFI con- 
fide how the manager has made some error in his calculation and 
doesn’t realize what he’s done. ‘Sign quickly before he changes his —’ 
Then the manager comes back.” With a salesman like Miller chuck- 
ling discreetly, the customer signs the deal before the manager can 
figure out that he’s been “fooled.” 

The deal is signed, the financing is approved, but the ruse doesn’t 
end there. Just as the CIA engages stage four, so, too, the dealer works 
the “conclusion.” The customer must continue to be made to feel 
that he got a good deal. ‘The salesman will not grab the contract and 
lick his lips. He'll slap the buyer on the shoulder and congratulate 
him on his negotiating skill. He'll talk about the guy yesterday who 
paid a thousand dollars more for the same car, and without even 
getting an in-dash CD player. 

Then he'll take the buyer to the service department and try to sell 
him an extended warranty. After all, like Dale Carnegie says, the 
fourth step in influencing people is to “change people without arous- 
ing resentment.” ‘That's why he won’t call the customer a moron until 
he’s out of earshot and on his way home. 


Are You Being Served? 


Not every car-selling system is as overtly coercive as the one Jim 
Miller mastered, and for good reason: Faced with increasingly ag- 
gressive sales techniques, many of us are loath to enter a car dealer- 
ship at all. Reacting to this sentiment, in the early nineties General 
Motors launched the Saturn, a fixed-sticker-price vehicle known more 


for the friendly environment and manner in which it is sold than its 
attributes as a car. 

The Saturn has succeeded because many people are willing to 
forfeit the best negotiable price for the satisfaction of knowing they 
haven’t succumbed to coercive techniques. We pay a premium to be 
spared a humiliating trauma. The reformed car dealer hasn’t given 
up on coercive selling; he is merely appealing to our own reformed 
Dominant Buying Motive —in this case, the desire not to get screwed. 

Television commercials for the Saturn evoke regression and trans- 
ference, but in a friendlier, positive light. New buyers are welcomed 
into the “Saturn family” by a roomful of loving dealers who applaud 
the purchase decision in the manner of a twelve-step group greeting 
a newly reformed alcoholic to their fold. We are still meant to see 
ourselves as helpless consumers, but we are also to view our new 
adoptive parents as more genuinely benevolent than our old ones. 

The subtle communication in “good guy” strategies is that it is the 
dealer’s prerogative to dispense with the hard sell. We are still at his 
mercy and should be thankful that he has relinquished his absolute 
authority over us. In this sense, the soft sell that so many businesses 
are proud to have instituted would not be possible were it not for the 
lingering threat of the hard sell. 

Many moder retail outlets exploit increasingly refined versions of 
the soft sell, replacing overtly coercive sales techniques with what 
could loosely be called “customer service.” Salesmen become “sales 
associates” or, better, “consultants,” whose job is to advise and educate 
the customers about the store’s product lines. In reality, customer 
service is simply the most efficient and transparent way to direct our 
actions in the modern, consumer-sawvy marketplace. As the United 
Colors of Benetton manager's workshop literature states, today “cus- 
tomer service [is] the path of least resistance.” 

One of the most memorable episodes of the 1960s television series 
The Twilight Zone hinges on just such a distinction. An advanced 
race of friendly aliens visits Earth, promising to bring us great ad- 
vancements and prosperity. They invite human beings to visit their 


home planet, where we are to be treated like kings and queens. A 
scientist manages to obtain one of the aliens’ books but is able to 
translate only its title: To Serve Man. After thousands of people board 
spaceships to the alien planet, he is able to decipher the rest of the 
text. It turns out to be a cookbook. 

Similarly, customer service is often less a way to serve our interests 
than to prepare us for the slaughter. Under the pretext of coming to 
our aid, the sales consultant merely aids his or her employer in emp- 
tying our wallets and getting us to come back for more. 

Unlike career car salesmen, who are painstakingly instructed in 
the art of selling by their distributors, most of the young employees 
of stores like Gap and Benetton appear oblivious to the way their 
selling systems work. Even as they were following a script, Jim Miller 
and his colleagues knew why they were employing the techniques 
they used. Because of the size and complexity of an automobile pur- 
chase, it is still important that car dealers have some awareness of 
how their selling systems actually function. 

The more refined a selling system, however, the less the ground 
troops practicing it need to know about its tactics. In fact, the less 
they should know about it. In large retail chains, the employees are 
treated like walk-ins off the street, which many of them are. Many 
chain stores even have a policy of searching employees before they 
leave work for the day, to make sure they haven’t stolen any mer- 
chandise. 

Modern customer-service models depend first and foremost on 
convincing the salespeople that they are acting in our best interests, 
As the manual used by Benetton for training their sales representatives 
insists, “Selling is actually a way of serving others. By helping your 
customers find what they want and need, you are creating solutions 
to existing problems.” Stores employing the customer-service model 
must begin by coercing their salespeople into believing that they are 
engaged in an altruistic act. If they feel guilty about what they are 
doing, they must look within themselves for new, positive rationales, 


In Benetton’s language, “Objections are symptoms of deeper reser- 
vations.” 

A woman Ill call Marcie, who rose to the level of store manager 
at a United Colors of Benetton in a shopping mall in the Midwest, 
was responsible for overseeing her own branch’s redesign — “there are 
three different looks to choose from” —but apparently chose the 
wrong style. Her store was closed within two years after she took 
charge. She was transferred to another branch as an assistant manager, 
but left when she suffered a stress-related illness. She still takes great 
pride in her work for Benetton, and she bears no resentment toward 
the company. She is convinced that her failure resulted from her own 
inability to live up to the goals she set for herself with the help of 
her superiors. 

“Either my ‘goal set’ was too high, or my ability to effect change 
was too low,” she told me over the telephone from her home, without 
a hint of irony in her voice. When I finally convinced her to send 
me the materials from her management training courses, I discovered 
the source of her Benetton-speak: the United Colors of Benetton 
“Customer Service and Sales Training” modules. 

According to Marcie, Benetton invented the selling system that 
has come to be associated with Gap stores: systematized colors, open 
shelves, constant folding, and gentle pressure at the changing rooms 
to “add on” accessories. By the early nineties, however, as Gap, Ba- 
nana Republic, and The Limited threatened to put Benetton out of 
business in the United States, the retailer redoubled its efforts. Noth- 
ing would be left to chance. Every employee, from sales associate up 
to regional manager, would be indoctrinated into the new selling 
system, conceived and directed by corporate headquarters. 

The training modules reveal how carefully Benetton hopes to pro- 
gram their sales associates. The course is filled with mnemonic de- 
vices for memorizing the kinds of techniques that men like Spivas 
perform improvisationally. “Be interested, not interesting,” dictates 
the way sales associates are to focus on the customers’ needs rather 


th: Jar o atp oop 
wan their own attributes. The company’s name forms the spine of 
this precision-oriented training. 


Understand the need for strong cus r servic 
Negotiate incentives. i erry 
Instruct. 
Talk about concerns. 
Empowerment. 
Direct Sales and service efforts. 
Care for your customer. 
Orient them to the store and Observe their actions 
Listen to their needs, . 
Offer solutions and merchandise selections. 
Relate to the customers. 
Serve in the best way possible. 
Benefits of customer service. 
Energize yourself and the staff. 
Notice the changes. 
Evaluate the effectiveness. 
Teach new skills. 
Target new goals. 
Organize efforts to meet new goals. 
Next steps for proactive program. 


This cheery list is from the training module developed for man- 
agers, not just new employees off the street. It is a Stepford Wife 
approach to customer service, where every thought and every action 
of the employees is dictated by a singsong acronym. Only enaid 
word, colors, refers directly to the selling system applied to the cus- 
tomer. The rest is about managing fellow employees and making 
everyone adhere to the overall program. 

We'd have meetings every week where we could talk about mo- 
rale and I could help everyone evaluate their effectiveness and target 
new goals,” Marcie explains in language eerily reminiscent of a 


training module. “Our sales associates really were empowered to 
make a difference in people’s lives, to meet their needs.” Marcie 
came to believe that her job as manager wasn’t simply to adhere to 
the rules but to promote them enthusiastically. Marcie made sure 
that her colleagues would evaluate one another’s effectiveness, so that 
lapses in procedure or the confidence with which it is carried out 
could be addressed at the next meeting. 

“But obviously I didn’t do enough,” she confessed. “The system 
works when it’s applied right. I just didn’t do it properly or with the 
right energy.” 

What makes Marcie’s saga so heartbreaking is her willingness to 
blame her illness and the failure of her mall outlet on her own de- 
ficiencies. She learned how to rationalize her failures this way from 
Benetton. The third sales module in the company’s training program 
explains that one of the main obstacles to good selling is a faulty 
belief system. “A ‘belief’ is not something we think about,” the mod- 
ule insists, “it is what we think ‘with.’ ” The course teaches that un- 
successful salespeople most often suffer from “a belief that selling is 
unnatural for them” or from “a fear of asking customers to buy.” 

The chain-store employees I spoke with were not nearly as devoted 
to their selling systems as Marcie was. While the managers of chain 
stores are indoctrinated with lofty goals and motivational acronyms, 
the lower sales associates are trained through incentive and fear. 

One twenty-four-year-old who worked at a Gap in Philadelphia for 
a little more than a year was so panic-stricken after our taped inter- 
view that she returned two hours later to give back the fifty dollars 
she had been paid in exchange for the cassette. Her reticence to speak 
about her time with Gap was typical. “Are you sure they won't find 
out who told you?” more than one former Gap employee asked me. 

Gap maintains a high level of secrecy about its sales methods. 
Salespeople are brought to training facilities where they watch video- 
tapes that never leave the building — presumably to avoid an embar- 
rassing exposure of their methods. Fortunately, enough employees 


remembered the sales drills they were taught for me to piece together 
the overall strategy. i 

Becoming a Gap employee is akin to landing a spot as a contestant 
on a game show. Every day brings another contest, with its own 
awards and penalties. A complex system of points per sale earns free 
‘T-shirts and jeans for employees who move the highest volume of 
merchandise in the least amount of time. Another program encour- 
ages salespeople to focus on the upsell by rewarding the employee 
a T completed the greatest number of three-item sales. Anyone 
who sells more than a certain dollar amount to a single customer gets 
his or her name in the company newsletter., SEE 

Before they hit the sales floor, all new Gap employees spend at 
least a half day watching videotapes that teach them the art of cus- 
tomer service as developed by corporate headquarters. The complete 
system of selling, called GAP-ACT, has six parts. 


Greet the customer within the first 30 seconds. 
Approach and ask “Can 1 help you?” 

Provide product information. 

Add-ons. Suggest more buys. 

Close sale honestly. If it looks bad, say so. 

6. Thank customer. 
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To ensure compliance with this six-step mandate, Gap sends un- 
dercover agents called “secret shoppers” to each store, who pretend 
to be typical customers. Employees who are caught leaving out any 
of the steps are reported to, and then reprimanded by, their managers. 

l'he Greeting officially assigns a salesperson to the customer. It is 
also meant to prevent shoplifting. According to Gap’s 1996 Loss Pre- 
vention Workbook, “Greet each customer and make eye contact. 
Shoplifters do not want the attention of store employees.” Once 
greeted by a human being, the customer is no longer relating to an 
institution but to a person. To steal something, or even to leave with- 
out buying anything, is a rejection of that new relationship. 


The Approach has actually evolved in many areas from the simple 
“Can I help you?” to the more suggestive “How may I help you?” or 
“What size would you like to see that in?” As a store manager from 
Florida explained, “The one question gives the customer a chance 
to say no. The other assumes that the customer needs help.” 

Providing product information helps the customer learn to trust 
his sales consultant. Lines like “That’s fifteen-percent wool and 
should be washed in cold water,” or “Those sweaters are very popular 
on college campuses right now” are meant to communicate more 
about the reliability and knowledge of the salesperson than the quality 
of the product. If the customer gets used to hearing facts from a 
salesperson, he or she will be more likely to believe suggestions about 
coordinating additional items. It’s all customer service. 

Employees are encouraged to develop their own styles of promot- 
ing Add-ons, based on proven techniques. ‘The most popular method 
is to stress the urgency of the additional purchase: “We just got in 
some belts that would go great with those jeans.” Employees are also 
instructed to ask whether the garments being purchased are for a 
“special occasion.” The more the sales associate knows about how 
and where you intend to wear the item, the more easily he or she 
can suggest add-ons. 

Add-on techniques are most aggressively pitched while the cus- 
tomer is in the changing room. The official rule of thumb is “hve in 
and two out.” This means that the salesperson gets the customer to 
bring five items into the changing room and makes sure he buys at 
least two of them. If the customer has brought only two items to the 
changing area, he will be allowed in—but before the customer can 
emerge, the sales associate should have gathered at least three other 
items from the floor for him to try on as well. 

Closing the sale is clear enough. But none of the employces | 
spoke with practiced the second part of that mandate, which is to tell 
customers if something does not look good. Several sales associates 
confessed to me that contrary to the official videos, their store man- 
agers told them to lie. “When they come out of the dressing room, 


we compliment them no matter what,” one employee explained. 
“Some of the salespeople felt uncomfortable about this, like they were 
lying, but we were supposed to compliment them. Say how well 
clothes fit them, particularly if you didn’t have the next size.” 

Thanking with sincerity is the easiest part, especially if the GAP- 
ACT system worked and the employee was able to generate another 
three-item sale toward his quota. 

The two Gap managers | spoke with readily admitted that they 
hire the most attractive sales representatives they can find. “If Pm 
attracted to her,” one manager said, “then the customer will be, too.” 
Young men are assigned to female customers, and young women to 
the males. Each salesperson develops his or her own method of work- 
ing sex appeal. “I kind of tilt my head to the side and stare at the 
guy’s butt,” one salesgirl bragged of her jeans-selling method. “Then, 
as soon as he notices I’m looking, I quickly glance away and pretend 
to be caught. I can hold my breath and get my face all flushed. It 
works every time.” 

Such innovations on the GAP-ACT' theme give young sales asso- 
ciates the sense that they are not merely following a prescribed for- 
mula but applying their own personalized systems of selling. Since 
employees are competing with one another for rewards, it behooves 
them to develop skills that will distinguish their performances from 
those of their peers. Meanwhile, who benefits most from the self- 
motivation that this incentive/punishment system encourages? Gap 
itself, not its employees. 

By creating an ambience of customer service and a basic sense of 
trust, companies using the soft sell fool us into believing they have 
abandoned the cruelest coercive practices of their predecessors, when 
all they've really done is replaced them with kinder-looking ones and 
shifted the direct abuse onto their salespeople. When a complete sales 
system is so finely honed that it can be taught in its entirety in a 
single afternoon, it renders employees fairly expendable. Investment 
in training each individual is kept to a minimum, and the skill level 


required to enact the selling system is low enough for the average 
high school student to be able to carry it off. 

For many of the thousands of young men and women trained in 
this fashion every year, guilt-free performance of their duties depends 
on their taking perverse pride in what they have learned about how 
people can be manipulated. The very qualities we used to hate about 
used-car salesmen are frequently being instilled in our children when 
they take new jobs. As this skewed view of human nature spills out 
into the general population, we tend to see one another as marks. 
The spread of coercive selling systems will only threaten our very 
definition of friendship. As Spivas learned, when you behave this way 
for too long, friends become nothing more than people you win into 
your own sphere of influence. 


The Ties That Bind 


Sales techniques exploit our social-survival skills. Whether induc- 
ing a psychoanalytic-style regression or just tickling our egos, the 
methods salespeople use to increase our spending capitalize on es- 
sentially healthy human behaviors. If an attractive member of the 
opposite sex indicates interest, we benefit by responding in kind if we 
are available. As sales techniques escape the sales floor and reach into 
our personal lives, much more potent and manipulative forms of 
people-handling become commonplace. Salesmen masquerade as 
our friends, taking advantage of what’s left of our best instincts. Mean- 
while, our social, civic, and religious leaders have adopted the tools 
of the salesman in order to capture our interest or generate funds for 
their causes. As both spheres intersect, camaraderie and coercion be- 
come indistinguishable. Salesmen pretend they are our friends, while 
our friends relate to us as salesmen. 

Established social dynamics provide professional hand-to-hand co- 
ercion artists with the most fertile ground for influencing our behav- 
iors. Once recognized, any predictable pattern of behavior can be 
reverse-engineered to give the coercer tremendous and unearned le: 


erage in eliciting our compliance. For example, social gatherings of- 
fer us real and ritualized ways to help one another. Companies that 
understand the dynamic underlying our social gatherings have 
learned to turn them to their advantage. The results make a Tupper- 
ware party sound like fun by comparison. 

A real estate company called AMREP, in fact, exploited the dy- 
namics underlying social gatherings so effectively that the Federal 
Trade Commission intervened to stop them from using dinner parties 
as coercive selling situations. 

According to AMREP’s own descriptions of the parties,’ two or 
three real couples and one sales representative would be seated at 
each table. After a half hour or so of “socializing,” during which 
attendants were prodded to drink alcohol, the sales pitch would begin. 
By seating more than one couple at each table, AMREP could pit 
them against one another as they battled for social status. A couple 
who decided to buy a property would be treated like wealthy and 
decisive people. Those choosing not to buy would be addressed as if 
they were wavering not just on this but on all the important decisions 
in their lives. 

Salesmen were given scripted answers to every conceivable objec- 
tion, and they were taught to view the customers as enemies to be 
conquered. As one AMREP sales manager told his underlings, “These 
people who come to our party [are like] you against the Green Bay 
Packers. We serve them with an organized offense against a disorgan- 
ized defense. We can kill them. We could walk all over them. And 
we do.” As the FTC argued, the customer’s “ ‘defense’ [was] affir- 
matively ‘disorganized’ by a social setting where ‘wining and dining’ 
[was] not just a figure of speech. Indeed, in contrast to the salesman — 
who [was] specifically warned by his sales training manual not to 
drink alcoholic beverages in sales situations — prospects [were] regu- 
larly served alcoholic beverages.” 

By trying to cover our own need or greed with a social veneer, we 
make ourselves vulnerable to coercion. We run to a free dinner of 
fered by some real-estate salesperson, happily consume as much com- 


plimentary alcohol as we can, and merely succeed in undermining 
our ability to make a rational decision. Because we refuse to accept 
responsibility for the fact that all we wanted was free food and drink, 
we have what the AMREP people would call a “disorganized de- 
fense.” If we want a free dinner, we had better just admit it to our- 
selves. 

AMREP used social coercion as the foundation for their formula 
of selling but by no means limited their repertoire to just this. They 
combined hand-to-hand coercion with the power of spectacle. Court 
documents cited the sales manager’s instructions to his troops before 
one dinner: “When the speaker says “Thank you very much,’ you 
applaud loud and clear. Let’s practice it right now: ‘Thank you very 
much.’ [Applaud]. Loud and clear because that puts money in your 
pockets. You create in that room an electricity. You create an aura 
that the people cannot understand. When they walk into that room 
they have a feeling of something happening and they want to get in 
on it.... You bring the people to emotion, to the peak of emotion, 
and then you sign them up. . . . It’s like making love.” 

It’s like making love, but it certainly yields different results. By 
sacrificing our social lives to a free dinner, then pretending that we 
are attending a genuine social event, we have rendered ourselves 
incapable of responding rationally to the salesman’s ploys. 

Here is the new recipe for hand-to-hand coercion outside the sales 
environment: Exploit the behaviors we have developed to make 
friends or build community, and do so in a way that makes it em- 
barrassing for us to say anything about it. It involves more than just 
inviting prospects to a party; it means watching them, manipulating 
them, and even hypnotizing them once they get there. 


Follow the Leader 


Many of our social behaviors are based on underlying psycholog- 
ical impulses that are themselves healthy and natural responses to 
real needs and situations. Psychologists have determined that these 


impulses originate in the structure and function of the brain itself. 
Because so many of them operate on an unconscious level, however, 
we are not generally aware of when or how they are being activated. 
As a result, the most advanced forms of hand-to-hand coercion today 
strike at these organic neural processes. And more people are using 
them to their advantage, and our collective detriment, every day. 

Body language is the easiest coercion technique to learn and mas- 
ter. There are countless texts and seminars offering instruction on 
how to use gesture and movement to gain an edge. Ken Delmar offers 
classes that teach techniques outlined in his book, Winning Moves.® 
A film producer by trade, Delmar has created seminars that work like 
acting classes, in which salespeople and businesspeople are told how 
to effect various emotional responses in their targets. He encourages 
his students to “get into character” by looking in the mirror and im- 
itating their own facial expressions and gestures. First, students elicit 
the gesture, and then they fill it with the necessary sincerity. His 
students struggle to sell themselves on the idea that their product or 
service is good, even if they know it is flawed. They need to fool 
themselves, at least temporarily, if they ever expect to fool their cli- 
ents. 

Delmar has deconstructed the way human beings walk, talk, and 
act in a variety of situations in order for his students to recreate these 
patterns of behavior willfully. “Assume a power posture,” he suggests. 
“Your posture is almost military but not stiff and uncomfortable- 
looking.” 

Clothing can also be manipulated to change a prospect's psycho- 
logical responses. For example, Delmar tells his students never to 
enter an office with outerwear still on. “You do not want to accen- 
tuate your image as an invading outsider.” The handshake takes years 
to master. Delmar suggests putting one’s left hand on the prospect’s 
right arm or forearm during the shake in order to gain the greatest 
psychological control, and not to be surprised or disappointed when 
the prospect pulls back ever so slightly. This retreat simply shows that 


the intimidation tactic has worked properly. Human behavior is re- 
duced to a set of predictable reflexes. 

Body language works in both directions. The salesman who uses 
his own body to influence us is also watching our every move for 
signs of our underlying emotional states. Ifa prospect flicks lint off 
his clothes, for example, the salesperson is to take this action as a 
sign of irritation. If the prospect places his finger between the upper 
lip and the nose—as the old man did to Spivas —the sender of that 
signal not only doubts you but is convinced you are exaggerating or 
just plain lying. 

The observation and subsequent exploitation of body language 
goes way beyond the simple interpretation of gestures. Anyone with 
a decent sense of intuition can tell that when a person crosses his 
arms, he is expressing displeasure or incredulity. Today's compliance 
professionals have turned such observations into a science. Sales- 
training literature teaches how to interpret pupil dilation, breathing 
rates, and skin tone for signals of underlying emotional states. 

A branch of behavioral psychology developed in the 1970s called 
“neuro-linguistic programming” not only provides a scientific basis 
for the neural origins of gestural responses but teaches its practitioners 
how to program people through them. As defined by its founders in 
their seminal work, Neuro-linguistic Programming, “NLP offers spe- 
cific techniques by which a practitioner may usefully organize and 
re-organize his or her subjective experience or the experiences of a 
client in order to define and subsequently secure any behavioral out- 
come.” It works by breaking down emotional or rational processes to 
their component parts so that people, usually patients of NLP ther- 
apists, can better understand the step-by-step processes by which they 
function. 

For a simple example, let’s say a person is highly skilled at throw- 
ing a football, but terrible at rock climbing. A neuro-linguistic pro- 
grammer will help this client become more aware of the processes 
he uses to organize the experience of football throwing so that he 
can apply these same processes to rock climbing. The client will be 


urged to recall how he breathes, where he looks, and what he imag- 
ines when he is throwing a football. He will then attempt to use the 
same sub-behavioral patterns and images the next time he climbs a 
rock. NLP is the practice of unpacking human behavior into com- 
municable sequences and then repacking them so that they can be 
used elsewhere. It brings subconscious processes into conscious 
awareness so they can be used as building blocks for new behaviors. 

NLP has proven itself a useful tool for individuals and their ther- 
apists. Tony Robbins has made a career of popularizing the tech- 
niques in his “Absolute Power” seminars and books. By breaking 
down their thought processes into their sensory components, people 
are privy to the inner workings of their own neurology, and empow- 
ered to redirect it. It’s really just a combination of self-awareness and 
self-hypnosis. Unfortunately, there’s very little to prevent someone 
else from becoming privy to our inner workings through the same 
tools, and then to hypnotize us the same way. NLP allows skilled 
programmers to affect our behaviors without our knowledge or con- 
sent. 

Neuro-linguistic programmers watch our bodies and our words for 
how they betray our cerebral functioning. For example, if a person 
uses visual language to describe his thoughts, the programmer knows 
which part of the brain is being accessed. A phrase as seemingly 
unrevealing as “I see this deal a different way” reveals that the subject 
is constructing a visual image, which accesses the logical faculties of 
the brain. If the same subject had said “That sounds interesting, 
but...” he is indicating the use of auditory faculties, which are more 
closely connected with creative and emotional reasoning. 

Programmers can reach similar conclusions by watching our eye 
movements. The brain is divided into two hemispheres: The left 
hemisphere controls the right side of the body and deals with logical, 
rational functions; the right hemisphere controls the left side of the 
body and is believed to carry out creative and emotional tasks. If I 
ask you to add 127 and 667 in your head, chances are you will look 
up and to the right—because you are accessing the left hemisphere 
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of your brain. If I ask you to think about how you felt the first time 
you made love, you will probably look up and to the left. 

NLP books call these eye motions “accessing cues.” NLP practi- 
tioners use these cues to understand more about us than our words 
might indicate, however well we have attempted to edit ourselves. If 
a car salesman asks if you like a more expensive model better than a 
cheaper one and you look to the right before answering no, he knows 
you're lying. 

Much more deviously, programmers can exploit these visual ac- 
cessing cues to enhance their powers of persuasion. According to the 
principles of NLP, neural cues work in both directions. Thus, if a 
person looking to the left is accessing emotional centers in the brain, 
then a salesperson should stand to your left when he wants to appeal 
to your emotions. If he wants to appeal to your rational sensibilities, 
he will stand to your right. (Try sitting on the right side of a movie 
theater. You will be forced to look toward the left to see the screen, 
and you will be more likely to engage emotionally. Sit on the left for 
documentaries.) By properly positioning your eyes, the coercer can 
access the part of your brain that suits his needs. 

The work of the most influential hypnotist of modern times, Mil- 
ton Erickson, though developed quite intuitively during the early part 
of this century, has been reinterpreted by neuro-linguistic 
programmers for its power to tap and exploit the precursors to human 
behavior. While Erickson may have wanted simply to help fat people 
eat less or asthmatics breathe in peace, programmers use his tech- 
niques to influence our behaviors toward their own ends. 

Erickson exploited cognitive processes to access a patient’s subcon- 
scious. He found that by nesting ideas inside other ones, he could 
bypass his subject’s defense mechanisms. A simple technique called 
“linguistic presupposition” amply demonstrates the power of this style 
of hypnosis. Once the master hypnotist was asked to treat the most 
misbehaved delinquent at a boys’ school. All he said to the boy was 
“Will you be surprised tomorrow afternoon when you are completely 
transformed into a well-behaved student?” The boy answered, “Hell, 


yes.” And, indeed, he was surprised when he turned into a well- 
behaved student. Erickson did not ask the boy whether or not his 
behavior would change; he simply asked whether he would be sur- 
prised when it did. By answering yes, the boy accepted the presup- 
position of his change. It’s the same technique that salespeople use 
when they ask, “How may I help you?” presupposing the customer’s 
need for assistance. 

Neuro-linguistic programmers also use disassociation to achieve 
the same results. By nesting one story or idea inside another, a pro- 
grammer can bypass our rational defense mechanisms. In the mo- 
ment that we move from one frame of awareness to another, we are 
no longer able to determine the veracity of the nested concept. Like 
the customer on a test drive who’s asked if the car he’s driving is one 
he can picture himself owning, we’re presented with a frame within 
a frame. We are distracted by one picture and made vulnerable to 
the other. 

Ronald Reagan’s speechwriters were well aware of this technique 
when they gave him an anecdote to tell during the 1980 presidential 
debates. In his closing statement, Reagan began telling a story about 
driving up the California coastline with his wife, Nancy. During the 
drive, Reagan explained, he looked up into the night sky and thought 
back to another time. ... Apparently the technique worked so well 
that Reagan soon lost track of his place in the story. If you look back 
at videotape of the debate, you can see the moment where Reagan’s 
eyes go blank. He disoriented himself and had to fumble his way to 
a nonsensical conclusion. Had Reagan been told of the technique he 
was using, he may not have fallen prey to its manipulative power. 

Another induction technique, called “pacing and leading,” calls 
for the programmer to mirror your gestures, breathing rate, and style 
of language. We naturally do these things when we are feeling em- 
pathy toward another human being—but this technique also can be 
used to create the illusion of an empathetic relationship. If you are 
physically and emotionally closed off to a salesman, he might mirror 
your crossed arms and legs, use the same kinds of adjectives you do, 


and synchronize his breathing to your own. In other words, he can 
pace your behavior. Two human beings become one synchronized 
organism. 

Once he feels he has established a natural bond, the programmer 
leads you where he wants you to go. He will slowly uncross his arms, 
which gives you the subtle cue to do the same. If you follow his 
motion, you will have adopted a more open posture and thus, ac- 
cording to the principles of NLP, a more open mind. When the 
programmer has determined that he is in the lead, he will begin to 
change the rate of your breathing to a more enthusiastic rhythm, and 
direct your pessimistic language toward more optimistic word choices. 

Unfortunately, this potent human-programming technology — 
which really should be restricted to the psychotherapist’s office — has 
moved from the interrogation rooms and negotiating tables where it 
was first practiced into the arsenals of door-to-door salespeople and 
car dealers. From there, it trickles down to the street. 

We use the best techniques of the salesman on one another. 

Our coworkers wear “power ties” and color schemes designed to 
provoke fear in their colleagues. Women in bars are subjected to 
pickup lines culled from books based on NLP. Beggars on subway 
cars, and children on church-fund drives use the same sorts of hand- 
to-hand strategies developed for Avon ladies. 

The danger is not that we will overly influence one another with 
stealth apparel or behavior but that we are focused on influencing 
others at all. A person who cares more about his power-tie selection 
and the way it hangs over the conference table than about the sub- 
stance of a board meeting will not be very effective at his real job. 
Moreover, we begin to approach our fellow workers, parishioners, and 
even our lovers as targets to be exploited — people who Dale Carnegie 
would have us “handle.” 

Because it takes place in real time between real people, hand-to- 
hand coercion is the most direct form of influence and forms the 
basis for most other less direct styles of persuasion. The techniques 
we have just explored are emblematic of coercion in general, and 


find their way into spectacle, advertising, even architecture and direct 
mail. In whatever milieu coercion is practiced, the routine follows 
the same basic steps: Generate disorientation, induce regression, and 
then become the target’s transferred parent figure. In the hands of 
public-relations specialists, “blueprinting” becomes the science of 
polling. The identification of a good mark, in the marketer’s lan- 
guage, is called “research and demographics.” To an advertiser, pac- 
ing and leading is simply the mirroring and magnification of a target 
market’s desires. Disassociation, in the hands of a spin doctor, is just 
good, nested storytelling. 

We have been reduced to marks and manipulators in an ongoing 
power game that is fast replacing living interaction. For the more 
automated our coercive techniques become, the more we risk becom- 
ing automatons ourselves. Worse, by systematizing and standardizing 
coercive techniques, those who develop these strategies relieve the 
practitioners of individual responsibility for their actions. They are 
simply doing their jobs. 

Even Mort Spivas, who came to think of his chest pains as a “di- 
vine intervention” aimed at curbing his own devious practices, 
quickly discovered how to exercise his talents in a way that didn’t 
challenge his revised moral code. Just four weeks after he quit selling 
mechanical beds, he became a distributor for a company that makes 
magnets with “magic” healing properties. 

“Sure, I still use what I learned as a salesman,” he admitted to me 
while demonstrating a magnetized insole for my shoe. “But I do it 
for the customer’s own good. These magnets change people’s lives. 
Besides, better me than someone else selling a bad product.” Like so 
many others who feel compelled to practice hand-to-hand coercion, 
Spivas has rationalized his reliance on people-handling techniques 
with the spiritual integrity of his purpose and the coercive environ- 
ment in which we have found ourselves. Everybody’s doing it. 

By engaging him in an interview under the pretext of sampling 
his products, I did pretty much the same thing, too. 


CHAPTER TWO 


Atmospherics 


We want you to get lost. 
—Tim Magill, designer, Mall of America 


As the New York Times remarked on the opening of Niketown 
on Manhattan’s Fifty-seventh Street: 


The merchandise is secondary to the experience of being in this 
store, an experience that bears more than a passing resemblance 
to a visit to a theme park. Niketown is a fantasy environment, one 
part nostalgia to two parts high-tech, and it exists to bedazzle the 
consumer, to give its merchandise sex appeal and establish Nike 
as the essence not just of athletic wear but also of our culture and 
a way of life.! 


With 66,000 square feet of space on five floors, Niketown is as 
much a museum dedicated to the art of the sports shoe as it is a store. 
Giant screens automatically descend at regular intervals to play in- 
spirational films about athletes using Nike products. A huge clock in 
the shape of a scoreboard counts down the minutes before the next 
showing. The third floor boasts a map of the entire route of the New 
York City Marathon, set in a terrazzo tile mosaic. Photos of athletes 
cover a fifty-foot-high wall, and computers offer interactive access to 
the legend of Nike footwear. 


Spectacular technology enhances sport shoe purchasing, too. An 
“Ngage” machine with infrared lighting automatically determines the 
exact size of a customer’s foot. Once a customer selects a style, it is 
transported to the sales floor through a complex of tubes emanating 
from a mysterious location below. 

“We are not building a store for entertainment,” Nike’s vice pres- 
ident of design, Gordon Thompson, told industry journal Chain Store 
Age in 1997, “as much as creating an environment for people who 
are inspired by athletes and who love sports.”? Fortunately for Nike, 
younger buyers raised in malls have no need for such rationalizations. 
Devoted customers see the flagship theme store as a way of getting 
closer to the source of the products they desire. Simply knowing they 
should visit the official Nike store during a vacation to New York 
means they have read the right magazines and will gain exclusive 
access to the latest styles—ones they believe are unavailable at the 
local mall. They have cut out the “middle man.” 

Of course, the function of Niketown on the buyer’s psyche is the 
same as for any theme store. If the customer is successfully seduced 
by the ideals of the athletic atmosphere, he will want to make himself 
just a little worthier of it. Here, it means a new pair of the latest 
Nikes. Like any well-planned theme store, Niketown is a theater set 
that transforms the customer into an actor whose only role is buyer. 

The creation of coercive environments such as these depends on 
two concurrently functioning devices. First, the place itself must have 
an overarching theme that serves to simultaneously excite and diso- 
rient the patron. Once confused or overwhelmed, the customer will 
be subjected to the second phase of the attack: sensory stimulus — 
colors, smells, and sounds—designed to influence his movements, 
his focus, and his temperament. The thematic element of this two- 
pronged attack is usually overt and instantly recognizable, while the 
more subtle manipulation of our individual senses is understood only 
by the laboratory technicians implementing them. A well-designed 
space broadcasts its overall theme as directly as possible, giving us a 
way to understand and even welcome its emotional effect. This design 


is merely a ruse, however, setting the stage for a less obvious battery 
of coercive techniques. 

When we walk into a Gothic cathedral, for example, we invite the 
building to inspire us. We understand and accept that the huge, 
pointed arches symbolically reach to the heavens. We want to stare 
in awe at the colossal stained-glass panels. We hope to be set aglow 
by the colored shafts of light that slowly trace the floor while we pray. 
When the pipe organ starts up, the entire building acts like a reso- 
nating chamber, filling us with master composers’ odes to divinity. 
When we enter, the external world disappears and we are transported 
into another. We lose our sense of bearing and become vulnerable 
to the second battery of psychological tricks. 

These structures utilize more subtle design features that only an 
art-history student would be able to discern. Most of us are unaware, 
for example, that the shadowy band of arches and columns beneath 
the highest set of windows is called the “triforium,” or that its archi- 
tectural purpose is to evoke fear. It is an optical trick: Filled with 
slightly hidden doorways on inaccessible balconies —often leading 
nowhere at all—the triforium draws our eyes but provides us with no 
answers. It is meant to remind us of secret cabals within the church, 
and the mysterious knowledge they possess. 

The miraculous architecture and its more subtle coercive cues 
quite forcibly convince us of the power of the religious institution to 
which it was dedicated. 

In the Middle Ages, the coercive power of architecture was so well 
appreciated, in fact, that builders formed secret societies dedicated to 
keeping these technologies to themselves. Very few people under- 
stood how a vaulted arch was actually constructed, or why it defied 
gravity. Architects and the institutions they served maintained their 
authority by keeping this information guarded —the same way tech- 
nology companies protect hi-tech secrets today. 

Our association of the architectural with the mystical can have as 
much influence on us as the architecture itself. Such a belief explains 
why Michael Ovitz, as chairman of the ultrapowerful Creative Arts 


Agency in the late 1980s, made a point of publicizing his use of 
architectural techniques as a means of gaining a psychological edge. 
He commissioned the celebrated architect I. M. Pei to design a new 
home for the agency in Beverly Hills. “The last thing I wanted for 
this agency was a trendy L.A-style building that would date in a 
decade,” Ovitz told the Los Angeles Times.’ “I wanted an I. M. Pei 
signature design straight from his own hands, and I got exactly what 
I was after.” At an exorbitant $25 million, the building was meant to 
communicate something: In a business where most people are judged 
only by their last deal, Michael Ovitz intended to prove through 
architecture that he had built a solid foundation beneath the land- 
scape of Hollywood ephemera. He was here to stay. 

For the ground-breaking ceremony, Ovitz hired a Chinese feng 
shui master, who blessed the site by sprinkling rice and wine on the 
foundation. Feng shui is an ancient environmental art that employs 
everything from astrology to chi (life force) to determine the proper 
positions of walls, windows, plants, and furniture. Ovitz also let it slip 
into various interviews that he admired the art himself and knew of 
its secret power. His own office would be arranged in strict accor- 
dance with feng shui principles. 

Imagine you are meeting with a famous Hollywood executive in 
his office after hearing of his dedication to the art of feng shui. A 
copy of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War—the Bible of negotiating tactics — 
sits on a coffee table. Whether or not any of these techniques actually 
work, our mere awareness that they are being practiced is enough to 
set us on edge. Simply knowing that a space —be it a Gothic church, 
the National Mall in Washington, D.C., or a Hollywood talent 
agency—has been plotted out by Masons or feng shui masters ac- 
cording to tested rules can “psych” us into believing we are powerless 
to resist its coercive effects. It gives us an excuse to submit to someone 
else’s terms. 

This fetishizing of space is the rationale behind any well-planned 
environment. A seamless decor takes you out of your own territory 
and into a fictional world, where someone or something else calls 
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the shots. You feel as if you are thrown onstage in the middle of a 
play and you must somehow figure out how to fit into the script. The 
easiest way to get through it is to look for cues—themselves even 
subtler directives toward someone else’s goals. 

Environmental themes for shoppers evolved over the past century 
as retailers sought to put the spiritual drives associated with classic 
architecture in the service of their businesses. They hoped to turn 
shopping into a new religion. 

Until close to 1900, most merchants peddled their wares with little 
regard to atmosphere. They might have jockeyed for better positions 
for their carts in the farmer's markets, or stacked cans of dry goods 
in neat, attractive rows, but for the most part the goods themselves 
were what mattered. A customer would go to Joe’s fruit stand because 
his cherries were sweeter or less expensive than Pete’s. 

As America entered the twentieth century, however, consumption 
evolved from simple survival into a cultural ethic. As William Leach 
details in his book Land of Desire, a mood of optimism swept the 
nation as Protestantism accommodated the more ecumenical values 
of our capitalist society.’ Calvinism proposed that a man in a state of 
grace need not shun physical comfort—in fact, worldly success may 
be an indication of his divine nature. Our religious institutions, our 
government, and our media all cooperated with big business to enact 
this new American Way. 

The thematically enhanced department store first arose in the late 
1890s, less in a deliberate attempt to thwart our natures than in an 
appeal to our newfound spirit of consumption. These were temples 
to the art of retailing. Though many psychological theories were de- 
veloping simultaneously, the main innovations in store design at this 
time were made in direct response to the religion of shopping. 

Frank Baum, the author of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, believed 
that the retail environment, like Oz itself, could help people realize 
their deepest desires. As if in a dream, taboos would be lifted and 
consumers could express themselves through the art of consumption. 
In his role as America’s first retail art director, Baum was hired by 


department stores to create lavish, dreamlike environments where this 
consumption could take piace. Baum enabled Americans to enact 
their utopian dream of a commercial paradise. 

Much in the way a theater designer uses spectacular sets to capture 
an audience’s attention, Baum discovered that electric lighting and 
elaborate display cases could “arouse in the observer the cupidity and 
longing to possess the goods.” He spoke of tastefully displaying single 
objects, adjusting lighting, and deepening the windows. He sought to 
stage spectacles: “Suggest possibilities of color and sumptuous display 
that would delight the heart of an Oriental.”5 

Window displays became as important to the department store as 
stained glass was to the church. Designers began using larger-size 
panes and fitted them with mirrors. People were encouraged to mar- 
vel at the displays. Professional window gazers were hired to stand in 
front of stores and gawk demonstratively. 

As Leach points out, glass had as much of a symbolic effect on 
customers as a practical one. It whetted the appetite because the items 
encased within it could not be touched. “Glass was a symbol of the 
merchant's unilateral power in a capitalist society to refuse goods to 
anyone in need, to close off access without being condemned as cruel 
and immoral . . . At the same time, the pictures behind the glass en- 
ticed the viewer.” Glass became the transparent barrier to the rewards 
of heaven. Not coincidentally, kleptomania rose to epidemic levels, 

This first real retail “theme,” perfected by Baum in the early 1900s, 
was the ambiance of pure affluence. The workers and inventory were 
hidden in the bowels of the building. The rest was a stage set dedi- 
cated to the depiction of opulence. Stores were adorned with chan- 
deliers, bronze fixtures, marble floors, and huge atriums with glowing 
glass domes. These were palaces engineered deliberately to arouse 
feelings of class inferiority in the customers who entered them. They 
had names like Rainbow House and Palace of Fashion. Customers 
came for the spectacle, and left either feeling unworthy or carrying 
lighter wallets. 

By 1912, almost every major department store was using the afflu- 


ence theme to draw customers, and it began to lose its effect. To 
maintain a psychological edge, store designers turned to more ad- 
vanced themes that could elicit more targeted consumption desires. 

Having succeeded in staging elaborate Christmas spectacles in the 
children’s department, retail giant John Wanamaker understood the 
power of creating a specific theme for a specific purpose. In 1914, 
he decided to transform his seasonal success into a year-round strat- 
egy, and he dedicated the entire fourth floor of his New York store 
to a sel&contained toy department. Murals, colored lights, dragons, 
and comic sculptures formed a theatrical universe where children 
could lose themselves in a toy-filled fantasy. 

Over the next few decades, stores like Macy’s and Gimbel’s joined 
Wanamaker in the quest to create individual departments that 
matched the psychology of their clientele. Bridal shops within dress 
departments were among the first to be conceived, since a bride’s 
aspirations are so readily discerned. A Cinderella-theme bridal shop 
compelled a young woman to compensate for the less-than-storybook 
reality of her upcoming matrimony by spending money. Men’s de- 
partments, furniture, and bedding soon followed. Each department 
was a world unto itself—an architecturally rendered dream with the 
singular purpose of stimulating desire and unworthiness. . 

In a kind of primitive version of demographic categorization, the 
departments of stores elicited impulsive buying from their target mar- 
kets, Whether the store owners developed this strategy purposefully, 
designers soon came to recognize the tremendous psychological ef- 
fects of their theme environments on the customers’ ability to make 

rational decisions about purchases. On the surface, this trend didn’t 
look like such a bad thing. Fantasy worlds kept people believing in 
and maintaining a culture of free enterprise. If occasional excursions 
into theme environments also had the effect of reinforcing class as- 
pirations, then so be it. At least people were striving toward something 
and had a sense of optimism about where they were going. And such 
optimism would drive the economy —or so the rationale went. 

Although the Depression and World War II put the development 
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and then manipulating them once they were within the store. The 
technique that had been so successful first in turning consumption 
into an expression of spirituality and then in turning the suburban 
wasteland into a theme park would now be systematized to maximize 
our spending. 

Marketers appealing directly to their customers’ emotions specifi- 
cally ignored the utilitarian attributes of the products they were sell- 
ing. Countless articles in marketing journals scolded retailers who 
wasted their time and energy extolling the attributes of a particular 
item. As one shoe retailer argued in a 1970 issue of the Journal of 
Footwear Management, “People no longer buy shoes to keep their 
feet warm and dry.... Buying shoes has become an emotional ex- 
perience. Our business now is selling excitement rather than shoes.”* 
The author goes on to stress the importance of matching the fantasy 
environment to the specific world associated with the brand of shoes 
being sold. In his case, it was the classically styled Nunn-Bush line, 
for which he chose the theme of a Victorian English club: “Custom- 
ers relax in leather-covered seats beneath tinkling chandeliers. Gob- 
lets of red wine and piped-in sitar music stimulate the buying 
hormones.” 

Retailers no longer pretended they were simply selling their prod- 
ucts in the best possible light. They were doing more than just as- 
sociating their wares with a desirable lifestyle. They were creating 
atmospheres that triggered an emotional need: to be part of a world 
that was different from everyday reality. This distinction is key. Sales- 
people were no longer focusing on the attributes of the product but 
of the customers. 

Once this shift in focus caught on, every conceivable retail industry 
had its own environmental tactics painstakingly researched by atmos- 
pherics experts. Antique dealers were coached to create artificial im- 
pressions of chaos, for example, with items strewn about the store in 
a disorganized mess. Customers were supposed to believe they had 
stumbled upon buried treasure. Meanwhile, the shopkeeper was 
coached to maintain a disheveled appearance and to pretend he \ 
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brought to a range of theme environments that appealed to each of 
their predilections. 

Studies conducted on mallgoers revealed six main reasons why 
they go there to shop. Amazingly, none applied directly to conve- 
nience. The first factor luring mall patrons was the attractiveness of 
the mall itself. They went to the mall to behold the mall. The second 
was a sense of escape. Stimulated by sound and light, customers were 
distracted from their daily worries. Lonely people felt they could go 
to the mall to alleviate their feelings of isolation. The third was the 
desire to explore. The density of separate shops gave shoppers the 
opportunity to wander through environments and sample products 
from stores they wouldn’t have chosen to visit otherwise. ‘The fourth 
was the pleasurable state of absorption and the absence of a sense of 
time. The fifth was the ability to find out what was new. Mallgoers 
in remote areas could learn what people were wearing in big cities 
and what new technologies might have been developed. ‘The sixth 
was the social environment. Unlike freestanding stores, malls had 
food courts and small squares where interaction was possible. Young 
people would gather at the mall after school because it was the only 
place that offered any entertainment. 

By the mid-1990s, 75 percent of Americans went to the mall at 
least once a month, and malls accounted for fifty percent of all retail 
sales. Mall designers pored over research to create structures and en- 
vironments that addressed the psychological needs of their customers 
while stimulating their desire to make purchases. The designers de- 
cided that despite their sometimes stunning architecture, malls 
should be timeless and bland on the interior. Thus most malls are 
painted neutral tones and styled in uniform and uninteresting ways. 
Mall leases often will specify the strict palette to which the storeowner 
must conform. 

Disorientation keeps customers inside the mall. Many malls utilize 
hexagonal floor plans, which have been proven to be among the most 
difficult to navigate. Once inside such a mall, the patron must trav- 
erse a complicated set of hallways arranged at intentionally confusing 
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intentions, his invention of the self-contained shopping ea ad 
gave retailers unprecedented freedom in their ability to manipulate 
the disoriented consumer, í ee 
Like the regression and transference that occur in hand-to-hand 
coercion, in which the confused prospect transfers authority onto the 
salesman, the Gruen Transfer turns mall consumers into lost children 
wandering the corridors and looking for direction. Once the Gruen 
Transfer entered the retailer's common vocabulary, so, too, did the 
a that mall patrons could be treated like the saljeck of 
zoological research. Articles in the Journal ili 
1990s describe consumer activity : leah aa a ae 
“ecological research,” and “migration.”? oe 
As Americans grew accustomed to the mall, many of us also grew 
wary of its monotony and artificiality. The aggressively dehumanizin 
designs became overwhelming, and the primitive application of the 
Gruen Transfer reduced the entertainment value of shopping below 
our level of tolerance. The promise of the mall as a social substitute 
for Main Street was revealed to be a farce. Educated city dwellers 
and wealthy suburbanites found it increasingly difficult to rationalize 
a weekly trip to the mall as an enriching experience for themselves 
or their growing children. 
For this disenchanted group, developers came up with a counter- 
attack: dressing up the theme for the mall in authentic cultural his- 


tory. Dilapidated landmarks like Boston’s Quincy Market and New 

York’s South Street Seaport were revitalized as shopping centers, both 

with enough evidence of their historic significance to attract guilty 

intellectuals. Urban customers yearning for a sense of authenticity 

were treated to “shoppers” offering handmade kites and food pack- 

aged by mock cottage industries. Like an ice cream vendor discov- 
ering flavors for the first time, mall developers realized that the Gruen 
Transfer needn’t be divorced from an overarching theme. In fact, the 
rendering of an all-encompassing and historically justified theme mall 
could go even further to dislocate patrons from any sense of famil- 
larity. 

These landmark malls, just like tourist traps Mystic Seaport and 
Sturbridge Village, exploit their own historic authenticity for effective 
theme marketing. They disorient the customers by immersing them 
in a painstakingly realized artificial environment. Next, they present 
the dream of a better life —in this case, the simplicity of the pilgrims 
or the heartiness of whalers. Finally, they stimulate an unconscious 
desire to incorporate these values into the shopper’s daily life through 
purchases. The patron thinks he is visiting a museum; in reality, he’s 
in a mall. 

Theme restaurants work on a similar principle. Dedicated to the 
tourist dollar, they offer access to seemingly authentic recreations of 
exclusive worlds. The Hard Rock Café is decorated with the real 
guitars and drumsticks of famous musicians. Planet Hollywood dis- 
plays genuine costumes and props from favorite Hollywood films. The 
Harley-Davidson Café and the Motown Café both mythologize their 
namesake brands with elaborate installations in which antique mo- 
torcycles or wax figures of pop legends are idolized on altars. Con- 
temporary permutations of the theme-mall technique, these total 
environments now adorn the high-traffic tourist areas of many major 
world cities. Burly doormen use ropes to keep customers waiting in 
lines outside, even when tables are available. Lucky admittees are 
meant to believe they have earned access to an exclusive environment 
and might soon brush elbows with a famous rock star or film celebrity. 


That these restaurants collect as much profit from ‘T-shirt sales as 
from menu items attests to the power of thematic marketing to pro- 
voke impulse buying. 

Major brands like Nike, Disney, Ralph Lauren, Diesel, and War- 
ner Brothers, whose own themes have long stimulated sales through 
media and advertising, were the next to capitalize on thematic at- 
mospherics by creating what they like to call “flagship” stores. Not 
content to have their products merely occupy space in someone else’s 
retail environment, they erected monuments to their own brands that 
accomplished in physical space what their advertising did in the me- 
dia. 

The prevalence and overwhelmingly dominating style of these 
overtly thematic retail environments, like the self-contained Niketown 
universe in which sound, sight, and theme conspire against every 
sense, have inspired something of a back-to-basics mentality in cus- 
tomers. Conscious of the millions of dollars being spent on store 
environments, many people feel as if they will get better value shop- 
ping in an environment stripped down to its bare essentials. What 
they may not realize is that these stores, too, are meticulously engi- 
necred to exploit just such a state of mind. 

Many of today’s consumers recognize flagship stores as an exten- 
sion of the hype-filled mediaspace from which they long to retreat. 
For them, retailers have engineered the ultimate superstore theme: 
the un-theme—an atmosphere designed to look as if the retailer has 
absolutely no atmospheric considerations at all. Megastores like 
Builders Emporium, Ikea, Price Club, Costco, and Bed Bath and 
Beyond all present themselves as warehouses devoted to one thing 

only: value. We are to believe we are buying products wholesale, and 
the inconveniences we must endure are merely evidence of the store’s 
authenticity. The displays are designed to look like industrial shelv- 
ing, stacked high with unopened wooden crates. F orklifts with flash- 
ing lights and loud beeping noises confront us in the aisles. We must 
use dollies instead of pedestrian-grade shopping carts, as if we were 
building contractors, Salespeople are nowhere to be found—but why 


should they be? We're supposed to be experts who know exactly what 
eve come for. l 
The Nie superstore simulates the rational buying experience 
that has been overtly repressed in other, more patently coercive T 
ping environments. While passing themselves off as a ee fe 
from savvy marketers, superstores exploit a customer's desire to au 
of himself as an educated, no-nonsense consumer. These aa 
temples to the idea that a practical and reasoned approach j con 
sumption will be rewarded with fine products at the best sas : 
At many of these stores, a membership card is requirec ates 
Though membership often involves little more than filling aed ew 
forms and demonstrating that you have a business, a union af Lae 
or even just a job, it gives the customer a sense that he has o 
access to the inner circle of professional consumers. Members p - 
the sacred province of educated consumers, of people who nae S 
pensed with the endless assaults on their emotions and resorted to 
their hard-earned wisdom. 
ee do you really feel in a superstore? Do you Segue 
confident as you try to make sense of in-sink garbage ae ae 
gies? Do you know whether horsepower or flow rate is the a 
significant statistic? Is thread count or fiber content the A re 
tant factor in determining the quality of a pillowcase? And what a see 
the pillow itself? Does down, down-Dacron, or new fiberfill stand up 
the best to damp weather conditions? AAE EOE 
Superstores rely on our inability to answer these mn : ee se 
fully. A few, like Ikea, have learned to exacerbate this effect, > ie 
our confusion one step further by forcing us to follow a one-way mo 
through the store. Like rats in a maze, we pursue the e ae 
for us by the store’s designers, picking up a bathroom appliance = 
and a set of venetian blinds there. Hell, we drove all the ou j 
New Jersey and paid a toll to get here. We're smart S ne 
everything we might possibly need in just one big trip. B > l Ls 
don’t take the item now, we may not be able to find our way bac 


without going through the whole maze again. 


Appeals to the Senses 


Once the Gruen Transfer has been achieved —once the consumer 
has been effectively disarmed — retailers are free to attack us with an 
entirely different set of weapons from an arsenal that they developed 
concurrently with the theme environment. This second school of 
environmental design, coercive atmospherics, focuses on the environ- 
ment as an “affect-creating medium,” according to the Journal of 
Retailing. Coercive atmospherics is the study of how floor arrange- 
ments, colors, sounds, and even smells stimulate us to buy more stuff. 
Where theme environments might be considered a derivative of art 
and archeology, coercive atmospherics comes straight from behavioral 
psychology. Themes work more like AMREP parties, setting the stage, 
neutralizing our defenses, and provoking emotional responses. Co- 
ercive atmospherics constitute a more precise, scientific attack —like 
the specific NLP techniques that an AMREP salesman might use on 
you after you’ve arrived at the party and had a few drinks. 

Where themes appeal to the subconscious, coercive atmospherics 
target the specific senses. Instead of using thematic and emotional 
devices, they use almost mechanical ones. Think of a coercive at- 
mospheric working like the violet lights in bug zappers. Scientists 
studied mosquitoes to see precisely what frequency of light would 
attract them, then placed bulbs that emit this light within electrified 
mesh. The mosquitoes’ instinctive reactions to particular frequencies 
of light are exploited to draw them to their deaths. 

Coercive atmospherics work the same way. Instead of looking at 
humans as conscious beings with behaviors that change in different 
habitats, psychologists use coercive atmospherics to operate on our 
brains directly through the only portals they have to work with: the 
five senses. 

Through our senses, the designers of coercive environments can 
access some of the main control knobs for our behaviors, They can 
speed up or slow down our movements, draw us toward or away from 
particular areas, make us feel inexplicably anxious or safe, alter our 


perception of time, and, most important, increase the amount of 
money we spend. . | at 
The easiest and most commonly exploited sense is our sig nt. | 
Visual stimulation as a marketing device was first used i the 
store desi s like Fr: aum began 
1890s, when early department-store designers like Frank Be ga 
testing blends of color and light, glass and mirrors, to stimulate pos- 


. itive emotional responses to certain products or areas in the store. 


Psychological jargon was just beginning to come into ae and store 
managers took pleasure in using words like stimulus” and “response 
to justify their costly displays with hard science. ? 
One of the first principles they discovered was that the eye tends 
to isolate human forms within any visual field. Designers quickly 
capitalized on this phenomenon by using mannequins to PIN 
where they wanted it. In 1902, the novelist and retail aesiener | 1€0- 
dore Dreiser was already trying to record his early successes with the 
strategy in the most scientific-sounding language he conid e 
“(Mannequins] create an atmosphere of realit inet aroused enthu- 
siasm and acted in an autosuggestive manner. . 
Other store managers studied the way people moved through Fetal 
environments, and found that the exploitation of natural traffic pat- 
terns could be as important as a store’s thematic ae . 
many cases, the “don’t touch” display aesthetic that Frank Dom w 
devised gave way to the idea of unfettered access. Dooksteps ok 
removed, and “saloon architecture” was utilized to generate greater 
traffic flow. “A step at the entrance is a mistake,” offered The Dry 


Goods Economist in 1907. “No hindrance should be offered to people 


Aa my 
who may drift into a store. 


Store owners learned that more entrances, and more activity at 
those entrances, drew more traffic. The sight of other human forms 
in motion attracts people. This is why revolving doors, eee 
light such motion, became so popular. Meanwhile, me : tral is 
patterns revealed that human beings tend to slow down w nen an ais : 
gets wider. Thus, the more expensive goods were placed in the mid- 
dle of the store, in courtyardlike settings for maximum exposure. The 


shoppers would slow down as soon as the aisle widened out, and 

spend more time near the higher-ticket items. 

7 F kr n few decades, because psychological research was still 

E a e ao e mee 

; a o put sale items near 
the elevators, so customers would have to walk through the entire 
store to see the discounted items. They began to use escalators, both 
for their hi-tech appearance and to create a sense of ovenient 
throughout the store. 

This use of psychological manipulation finally rose to the level of 

a science in the early 1970s, with the publication of Professor Kotler’s 

articles on atmospherics in the Journal of Retailing. Stressing the im- 

pact of sensory stimulus on purchasing decisions, Kotler enumerated 

the portals of access to the human psyche and proclaimed atmos- 
pherics the new “silent language in communication” on which mar- 
keters could rely to stimulate unconscious reactions in anyone 
entering a retail space. He wrote of documented “causal chains.” 
where an object “nested in a space characterized by certain ano 
qualities” would elicit behaviors it could not otherwise. “Just as the 
sound of a bell caused Pavlov’s dog to think of food, various com- 
ponents of the atmosphere may trigger sensations in the buyers that 
create or heighten an appetite for certain goods, services, or experi- 
ences.” ) 

The rise in popularity of behavioral psychology in the 1970s led 
to the implementation of coercive atmospherics in almost every retail 
environment. Above and beyond using themes to court our attention 
or numb our defenses, atmospherics psychologists engineered our 
movements and decisions through Pavlovian “cues,” 

. Casino designers had the least reticence to employ these tech- 
niques as soon as they were developed. They were already relying on 
our psychological weaknesses and their own sleight of hand to drain 
our wallets. Coercive atmospherics was just a means of sweetenin 
the pot. : 


lhe atmospherics rules for casinos were published in dozens of 


hotel- and casino-management journals throughout the seventies and 
eighties. The strategy was quite orthodox. First, designers wouid cre- 
ate a completely self-contained environment without windows —no 
light or sound would enter from the outside world. Air was pumped 
in ata regulated temperature and oxygen content, eliminating the 
element of chance. The smell of increased humidity, for example, 
might cue the brain and body that a thunderstorm was imminent, 
leading a person to become anxious and perhaps even to think of 
going home. Eliminating all external stimuli prevented any random 
psychological reactions. 

Further, the exclusion of all real-world sensory stimuli meant that 
patrons were dependent on manufactured cues for their behaviors. 
Psychologists in the 1950s had already proven that people who are 
denied a sense of the passage of time were more easily manipulated. 
Casino managers also realized that the less aware gamblers were of 
how late the hour had grown, the longer they would stay at the ta- 
bles —which is why, apart from being sealed off from daylight, casino 
patrons will never see a clock on the wall. 

Another cardinal rule for casinos was to use the color red whenever 
possible. According to one industry journal, red could “stir up casino 
visitors’ emotions, making them feel as if they were somewhere hot 
or stimulating.”!? Carpets, walls, and drapes in most casinos still bear 
crimson hues. 

Slot machines with the brightest lights and loudest sounds were 
positioned near entrances, according to the law of attraction to mo- 
tion, to draw the attention of passersby. Cocktail waitresses wore the 
most revealing costumes possible to distract gamblers from their cards 
and decision making. In some casinos, they offered players free drinks 
to further blur the senses and to allow them to believe they had gotten 
something for free. 

Shopping-mall designers picked up where casino designers left off, 
and developed an even more sophisticated battery of visual cues to 
direct their shoppers. Because the mall was invented just as coercive 


atmospherics were gaining acceptance, it became a testing ground 
for many coercive atmospherics cues. 

The walking surfaces of malls were given close attention. Prome- 
nades were generally made of marble or hard parquet tiles in contrast 
to the floors of individual stores, which were covered with carpet or 
softer vinyl surfaces. Shoppers were thus encouraged to stay within 
shops if they wanted their feet to feel good. While some malls chose 
high-gloss marble for its ability to reflect light and create an illusion 
of motion, more advanced studies demonstrated that housewives felt 
inadequate walking on any surface shinier than their floors at home.” 
Fashion malls catering to the higher-income clientele, however, often 
still use the shiniest floor finishes available, presumably because cus- 
tomers in their target demographic do not suffer from gloss anxiety. 

Unlike their gaming-industry counterparts, retail environment re- 
searchers determined that mall customers tend to show better “shop- 
ping endurance” when they have some sense of the passage of time. 
Accordingly, shopping malls developed much more complex lighting 
and air-conditioning systems which were capable of re-creating many 
of the cues normally associated with different times of day. The tem- 
perature was cycled to reach highs near noon, and the lighting 
changed from cooler morning hues to warmer, more incandescent 
colors in the evening. 

Mall-design literature is filled with rules about the positioning of 
stores and how this positioning affects shopper psychology. Many of 
these rules work to minimize the perceived distance shoppers have 
to walk in order to get where they want to go. Because many shoppers 
plan to visit two or more of the department stores—JC Penney, 
Macy’s, etc.—when they visit a mall, the positioning of these “an- 
chors” is crucial. They must be kept apart from one another so that 
shoppers who want to visit them are forced to walk through the entire 
mall. One rule states that an anchor store should never be visible 
from the entrance of another. Studies have shown that most American 
shoppers have grown so dependent on cars that they will not volun- 
tarily walk more than 600 feet (about two football fields). For this 


reason, anchor stores are always placed at the end of 600-foot corri- 
dors that are at angles to one another, breaking the line of sight. 

Over time, the visual cues employed in shopping malls formed a 
kind of language. Just as the designers are counting on our predict- 
ability of movement, we slowly become dependent on their consis- 
tency of design. Fluorescent signs are reserved for the restaurants in 
the food court. We know to expect to see anchor stores whenever we 
turn a corner onto a long corridor, and to expect toy and music stores 
at remote corners of the mall, where their young patrons won't disturb 
other customers. ae 

The predictability of the mall’s organization and standardization 
of its visual language help us feel comfortable even though we are 
otherwise absolutely disoriented. By learning and accepting the visual 
language of the selfcontained shopping environment, we voluntarily 
succumb to the mall’s own rules of guided behavior. 


The Music Men 


While architects and designers were busy developing a visual lan- 
guage capable of steering mall patrons’ behaviors, another set of tech- 
nicians devised psychological attacks for a different portal: the car. 
The music piped in through speakers throughout a mall certainly 
contributes to the creation of a familiar social atmosphere. As long 
as they’re piping it in, however, they might as well use the most 
behaviorally affective sounds possible. 

The Muzak corporation began developing soundtracks for shop- 
ping and work environments back in 1928, when an army general 
named George Squire, the company’s founder, discovered how to 
transmit compressed music over telephone lines. Although he origi- 
nally intended to compete with commercial radio, Squire had more 
luck selling his commercial-free broadcasts to stores and businesses. 
Today, after more than seventy-five years, of research into how music 
influences our emotions, work habits, shopping behaviors, physical 
movements, chewing rates, and ability to think for ourselves, Muzak 


otters sixteen different channels of prerecorded music for a wide va- 
riety of applications. 

Muzak distributors do not shy away from discussing the impact of 
their product on the approximately 80 million people who are ex- 
posed to it in the United States every day at work, shopping, in ele- 
vators, or even “on hold.” As its promotional literature explains, the 
company’s driving philosophy is “selling productivity.” Department- 
store customers exposed to Muzak shop 18 percent longer and make 
17 percent more purchases. Office workers make 25 percent fewer 
typing errors if Muzak is piped into their cubicles. 

More extensive research into rhythm, pitch, and style of music has 
revealed that a careful selection of sounds can have a significant im- 
pact on consumption, production, and a variety of other measurable 
behaviors. Grocery shoppers respond best to Muzak that has a slower 
tempo, making a whopping 38 percent more purchases when it is 
employed. Fast-food restaurants use Muzak that has a higher number 
of beats per minute to increase the rate at which patrons chew their 
food. Garish clothing sells better where loud club music is played. 
Cheap accessories sell better in louder environments, too, because 
customers spend less time examining the quality of the merchandise. 
Meanwhile, men’s-clothing departments employ gentle “covers” of 
familiar 1970s music. Because fashion is still dangerous emotional 
territory for most men, the stores use music that keeps men from 
feeling they have strayed too far into the unknown. 

Wherever Muzak is played —during work, shopping, or eating, in 
elevators or waiting rooms—it follows a precise twenty-four-hour 
schedule to maximize its effectiveness throughout the day. Grocery 
stores, for example, benefit from a few slightly more rhythmic selec- 
tions during the late-afternoon lull, 

For its Environmental Channel’s “Functional Motivation Pro- 
gram,” Muzak programmers plot out an eight-day schedule of music 
designed to maximize productivity." Using something called “Mu- 
zak’s Stimulus Progression Formula,” computers assign each song a 
“stimulus value” between 2 and 6 for tempo and instrumentation. 


The computer then assembles hundreds of fifteen-minute blocks of 
music. Each block begins with a low stimulus value and then slowly 
increases. This way, workers are programmed to perform in fifteen- 
minute energy cycles for maximum efficiency. During the afternoon, 
one or two entire segments might be composed of relatively high- 
stimulus-value songs. | 

Competitors to Muzak are now offering even more customized 
environments of sound for particular businesses. The Cyber Music 
and Consumer Experience Company, based in the U.K., offers music 
by satellite transmitted through computers. Store managers or auto- 
matic sensors can input variables into the computer terminal, such 
as the store traffic, the age of the clientele, or the quality of the 
clothing. The music then adjusts itself for the target audience. 

The study and practice of influence through music has become 
so advanced, in fact, that today’s programmers argue not about how 
to achieve certain effects but about which effects they wish to create. 
As one psychologist explained the strategy, 


Most people’s perception is that time flies when you're having 
fun... [but] if you like the music and concentrate on it, time 
passes more slowly. Music you dislike makes time contract. Fast 
music makes your perception of time increase. The dilemma for 
the retailer is, do they want people to like the place or to feel that 


time is going quickly?! 


For traditional Muzak to work, we are not supposed to be con- 
sciously aware that it is playing. As Muzak vice president Bruce ls 
houser put it, “If your head goes up to the ceiling, we’ve blown it. 

And yet in spite of Muzak’s efforts to the contrary, we are becom- 
ing increasingly aware of the sound piped into our environments, 
which has reduced Muzak’s effectiveness. Since Muzak is nearly 
everywhere, no one who uses it enjoys a competitive advantage any- 
more. This situation has led to a new theory of sound atmospherics 
that postulates that background music ought to become foreground 


music. “Marketainment,” a word coined by AEI Music Network vice 
president Mike Malone, is the idea that the music itself, along with 
giant video screens, should become an overt component of atmo- 
spheric styling—even if certain elements within the music are a bit 
more discreet. 

Malone’s company provides state-of-the-art custom walls of sound 
for The Limited, Starbucks, Banana Republic, Marriot, Gap, and 
more than 100,000 more of the most cleverly coercive environments 
in the world. The strategy is to make music that people listen to 
consciously, so that they associate a particular soundtrack with a par- 
ticular store. Red Lobster’s custom-made soundtrack combines rock, 
tropical contemporary, and reggae island music for a “signature 
sound” all their own. As Malone explains, “The more focused you 
are, the more you want everything — including the music — to support 
your merchandising direction.”!® 

But where there is a foreground, a background can’t be far behind. 
For Niketown, AT has augmented a selection of motivational mu- 
sical tracks with the sounds of basketballs bouncing and tennis balls 
being hit. AEI does not refer to these sounds as subliminal but, rather, 
as “stimuli.” Just the same, the customers are not supposed to be able 
to consciously discern the individual sounds, but instead are to be 
drawn subtly into an aural ambiance of sports. 

Stores and businesses are certainly welcome to play whatever mu- 
sic they believe will help them reach their goals. But as long as covert 
aural cues continue to turn over merchandise, we'll likely be sub- 
jected to a constant barrage of sound calculated to affect our moods 
and behaviors without our knowledge. As the director of one U.K. 
satellite-music service explains, “The sound of silence is a missed 
selling opportunity.” 


Scents and Sensibility 


The olfactory sense is another crucial aspect of atmospheric design. 
While only a handful of shopping malls employ scents through the 


entire mall to influence customer behavior, several of the cookie and 
pastry chains have taken to pumping their oven exhaust through vents 
over the entrances to their stores. Several studies have proven that 
cookie sales go up in direct proportion to the customers’ ability to 
perceive the location of a cookie store from greater distances. More- 
over, the mere smell of baking pastries has a marked effect on human 
behavior. One study showed that people are more than twice as likely 
to provide change for a dollar to a stranger when within the scent 
range of a Cinnabon store.” The right smells make us more coop- 
erative. 

The effect of particular scents on shopping and productivity is still 
being actively researched. Marketers have spent millions of dollars on 
“aromacology,” the study of how smell affects behavior. As a result, 
Victoria’s Secret now uses potpourri scents to augment their custom- 
ers’ feelings of femininity, Publix supermarkets make sure the smell 
of roasting chickens hits patrons as they enter the store, and some car 
dealers augment the “new car” smell in the interiors of both new and 
used cars. 

By today’s standards, such efforts are considered primitive. Accord- 
ing to a new class of scent analysts, who presented their findings to 
the Thirteenth Annual Meeting of the Association of Chemorecep- 
tion Sciences, the above odors can be dismissed as mere “ambient 
scents.”'® Because these scents are already associated with the prod- 
ucts they are meant to sell (even potpourri is associated with a 
woman’s lingerie drawer), they depend on simple olfactory associa- 
tion. True scent coercion involves changing human behavior through 
pure olfactory stimulation using scents that work directly on the syn- 
aptic structures of the brain, not on the conscious mind. Studies by 
these chemoreception scientists have demonstrated that casinos pur- 
posefully scented with new, receptor-specific chemicals derived from 
plant extracts, insect venoms, and animal hormones boast a 45 per- 
cent increase in slot-machine use. Other studies have shown that a 
person believes less time has passed when he waits for service in a 
chemically scented environment than if he waits in an unscented 


one. The molecular compositions and exact neural functions of these 
scents are well-guarded industry secrets. 

In Japan, the Kajima Corporation employs a Total Environment 
Perfume Control System in the air-conditioning system of its “intel- 
ligent” office building.'? The system uses microprocessors to release 
different fragrances at different times of the day to promote produc- 
tivity. Citrus scents are used in the morning and after lunch, for their 
proven rousing effects. Floral scents, which encourage concentration, 
are used in midmorning and midafternoon. Woodland scents help 
employees relax immediately before lunch and at the end of the day. 

In Britain, a company called Atmospherics produces what they call 
“corporate scents.” The firm developed a fragrance for shirt maker 
Thomas Pink’s retail outlets called “line-dried linen,” which evokes 
memories of freshly laundered shirts. The company relies on a series 
of research studies conducted at Toho University in Japan, where 
scientists measured the brainwaves of human subjects before and after 
exposure to a wide range of primary scent categories. The brainwaves 
corresponded to certain moods and behaviors considered more or less 
desirable for different applications. One department store in Japan 
has gone so far as to utilize smells proven to induce a sense of dread — 
in their complaints department, of course. Intimidated through scent, 
an irate customer is more likely to accept the complaint officer’s 
explanations and leave the store without a refund. 


Passive Coercion 


This interplay between visual, olfactory, and aural cues and cus- 
tomer expectation amounts to a kind of ongoing dialogue between 
patrons and their coercers. Although marketers may seem to be com- 
municating to us via a one-way broadcast into our brains, they have 
very precise methods of gauging our moment-to-moment reaction to 
each of their thematic and atmospheric inducements. Thanks to 
video technology, they now have the ability to monitor our every 
move. 


Armed with the rationalization that they are actually the customers’ 
advocates, today’s store and mall designers base their decisions on our 
ever-changing shopping behaviors. By paying attention to patrons’ ac- 
tions, these marketing experts are capitalizing on patterns that already 
exist rather than working to stimulate new ones. Their technique 
amounts to leaving a glue trap where you know a mouse is going to 
walk instead of baiting a trap that is intended to draw him in. This 
sort of passive coercion is more discreet and doesn’t seem as cruel or 
manipulative. 

The leading practitioner of passive coercion is Paco Underhill, 
proprietor of Envirosell. I spent several hours with Mr. Underhill at 
his New York headquarters, located inconspicuously on the second 
floor of a rather plain office building in midtown Manhattan. He is 
a large, balding, and unassuming baby boomer with a disarmingly 
endearing stammer. His own disheveled desk is propped up on ply- 
wood crates. Paco Underhill genuinely believes he is making the 
shopping experience more efficient for customers and merchants 
alike. 

When I questioned him about coercive atmospherics, he dismissed 
such efforts as obsolete and ultimately annoying. “Clever seventies 
logic,” he said with a wave of his hand. “It is a short-term solution 
and a long-term headache.” According to Underhill, customers sub- 
jected to such heavy-handed influence techniques may not under- 
stand exactly what is being done to them, but they will remember 
feeling the uncomfortable squeeze from an indistinct but undeniable 
“they,” and choose not to return. 

Underhill sees himself as conducting something much closer to 
what he calls “public advocacy work.” Indeed, his own background 
inspires comparisons to Victor Gruen’s. As an undergraduate at Co- 
lumbia University in the 1970s, Underhill attended a lecture on the 
subject of urban anthropologist William Whyte, who had founded an 
advocacy group called Project for Public Spaces. Whyte’s project 
aimed to improve the function and efficiency of public spaces by 
setting up cameras and recording how these squares and town centers 


were actually being used. After analyzing the data, the committed 
urban anthropologist could make meaningful suggestions about re- 
configuring city parks or post offices to better serve the people inhab- 
iting them. 

Eventually, the inexorable pull of the marketplace absorbed these 
innovations just as they did Gruen’s. After a few years at his mentor’s 
side, Underhill realized that these same techniques of recorded ob- 
servation, analysis, and redesign could be applied to commercial en- 
vironments, helping retailers to better serve their customers’ needs. 
In some cases, Underhill’s method was as simple as showing a drive- 
through fast-food chain that patrons couldn’t easily read the menu 
from their car windows. “You have to look back over your shoulder,” 
Underhill told me. “That’s a real problem, particularly when you are 
set up to deal with seniors.” His work has thus spared countless aged 
necks from strain. 

But Underhill’s main product is pure research, and it’s up to his 
clients to decide how to apply it. “Our job is to recognize and artic- 
ulate opportunity,” he said. “What our clients do with that opportu- 
nity can range from being benignly clever to demonically clever.” To 
gather data, his assistants plant video cameras throughout a store or 
mall, and then painstakingly analyze the footage back in New York. 
Such research has provided a new set of ground rules for store de- 
signers who hope to capitalize on the ways we look at things, move 
through spaces, touch objects, and, most important, buy stuff. 

His massive collection of eight-millimeter videotapes, stored in 
ceiling-high stacks of shoe boxes and Tupperware containers through- 
out his office, has formed the basis of a series of environmental axioms 
that his clients—ranging from Radio Shack and Burger King to 
Exxon and Citibank—apply with religious fervor. For example, the 
“Decompression Zone” at the entrance to a store must never be used 
to showcase products of value. The average customer needs at least 
twelve feet to slow down from walking speed to a browsing pace, and 
any products displayed before the downshift has occurred will be 
ignored. Underhill’s law of the “Invariant Right” stipulates that a vast 
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majority of customers will automatically turn right on entering a store. 
For this reason, the most important products should be placed on the 
tight-hand side of the store. 

Underhill’s hidden cameras have also led to his postulation of the 
“Butt-Brush” phenomenon. Apparently, no matter what product a 
woman is examining, she will immediately stop if another customer 
inadvertently brushes her behind. Though it may seem silly, hun- 
dreds, perhaps thousands, of retailers have expanded the widths of 
their aisles and moved important merchandise based on this single 
observation. 

In some cases, Underhill’s studies have convinced storeowners to 
do less, not more. For example, by tracking eye movements of indi- 
vidual customers, cameras have revealed that a consumer can absorb 
only so much marketing information at the checkout line. In fact, if 
there are too many displays near the cash register, the customer will 
perceive less room on the counter for his or her own purchases, and 
therefore may buy less merchandise. The bigger the checkout counter 
looks, the more products we will feel comfortable putting on it. (Take 
a look at the cash register area the next time you visit the Gap for an 
example of this philosophy taken to the extreme.) 

On touring the Envirosell offices, I came upon a young woman 
sitting in a tiny cubicle, her eyes glued to a television monitor as she 
fastidiously marked a clipboard with mysterious glyphs. She told me 
she was analyzing videotapes recorded at a Blockbuster Video loca- 
tion. She was counting how many times customers would approach 
the counter and look through the return slot. They were checking to 
see which tapes had come in but hadn’t yet been sheived. The cus- 
tomers repeated the same motions again and again: They went to the 
wall of “new releases,” only to find their favorite selection out of stock; 
they brought the empty cardboard package to the counter and peeked 
through the opening to see if the plastic case holding their chosen 
videotape had been returned. Customers might repeat this action 
three or four times before finding one of their selections in the return 
bin or settling for something else. 


The young assistant dutifully registered each occurrence of the 
“slot-peek” effect; how many times each customer performed it; and 
whether the customers found their tapes in the just-returned bin, 
chose something different from the shelf, or found something new in 
the bin itself. These tallies would be totaled and presented to Block- 
buster as part of Envirosell’s complete study of the chain’s effective- 
ness in “articulating opportunities” for sales. 

When they receive the results of the study, said Underhill, Block- 
buster will have to choose what changes to implement. According to 
Underhill, they should make the just-returned-but-still-unshelved vid- 
eotapes more accessible to customers, perhaps even identifying the 
recently returned stock with a sign. 

“But couldn’t this be taken a step further?” I asked. “If people go 
to the return bin this often, Blockbuster might do better to restock 
their shelves less often, leaving tapes in the high-status ‘just returned’ 
area for longer periods.” 

The assistant paused the videotape to hear her mentor’s response. 

Underhill seemed reluctant to answer, so I gave him my best con- 
spiratorial smile and added, “Hypothetically, of course.” 

“Blockbuster makes its money on its older library rather than its 
current hits,” he said finally. “So if I spiked that rack with a few from 
the library . . . the customers will think, ‘Somebody just rented that.’ ” 
Another opportunity articulated. And his choice of words well encap- 
sulates the heart of his work: Don’t lead the horse to water, simply 
spike the stuff that he’s already drinking. 

Underhill’s field of study may have developed innocently enough. 
But as with so much of behavioral science, the better it predicts the 
way we think and act, the more easily it can be used to manipulate 
our behaviors. Like his peers in the atmospherics industry, Underhill 
believes he is rendering retail environments less coercive by making 
their very architecture more responsive to consumers’ own natural 
tendencies. He is simply narrowing the gap between our desires and 
the people who aim to fulfill them. 

But when the desires themselves are left to the realm of the sub- 
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conscious, understood only by retail anthropologists armed with video 
cameras, the effect is to automate processes of which we are not fully 
aware. 

In the hands of casino managers, for example, the result is that 
gamblers lose more of their money in less time. Armed with 
thousands of video cameras hidden behind mirrored panels, casinos 
not only keep tabs on card counters at the blackjack tables but also 
record their patrons’ traffic and consumption patterns for later analysis 
by passive-coercion technicians. Using Underhill’s methodology, 
these technicians learned that casino patrons tire of the closed, con- 
trolled atmosphere after a few hours, and then wander outside for air. 
By letting gamblers get a view of the boardwalk, the managers of one 
Atlantic City casino increased the average number of hours their gam- 
blers remained at slot machines. Contrary to what researchers previ- 
ously believed, Underhill’s techniques demonstrated that the most 
effectively controlled environments are those that seem to be part of 
the greater world outside. 

Make no mistake about it: Casino designers are not letting up on 
their coercive atmospherics because they feel sorry for us. They sim- 
ply have learned that today’s patrons will gamble longer and harder 
if they are granted a few subtle cues from the natural world. 

By honing in on the particular behaviors they want to accelerate 
and ignoring all others, the designers of the worlds we inhabit on a 
regular basis succeed in skewing our reality toward its most compul- 
sive possibilities, be they gambling or consuming. Like short-sighted 
farmers reducing the varieties of crop and depleting their own soil, 
reality designers promote and amplify only the behaviors that serve 
their clients. However lifelike, such environments are not organic but 
are crafted simulations with specific coercive agendas that necessarily 
subvert unwanted behaviors. 

The trick is to create the sense that there is no alternative — and 
no need for one. The ultimate coercive atmosphere is one that 
doesn’t seem like an atmosphere at all but an entire world—the real 
world. 


Mickey Mouse Eats Times Square 


A walk through the newly renovated Times Square offers a great 
view of just such a “real” world. 

Disney's Broadway spectacle The Lion King has just let out its 
matinee audience. I watch a family of tourists emerge from the 
Disney-restored New Amsterdam Theater into early evening air as 
well lit as the most lumen-rich stretch of Las Vegas’s main drag. The 
overwhelming neon signs bathe the street, the cars, and the people 
in the same rich tones of red, blue, and green. 

The mother’s jaw drops as she beholds the storefronts before her: 
Three stories high in Day-Glo hues, they dwarf Forty-second Street, 
creating a new sense of scale for this former porn district. It’s as if 
the intricacies of cracked pavement and tiny magazine stands have 
been replaced by a child’s building blocks. 

The family stands frozen as the Gruen Transfer sets in. The eldest 
daughter seems transfixed by a giant video display across the street. 
The mother turns back and forth, first toward the theater exit, as if 
she has forgotten something, then away again, as if she has forgotten 
what she had forgotten. The father checks the night sky, as if to make 
sure he’s not enclosed in an enormous dome like the one covering 
the stage-set town in the movie The Truman Show. It is the youngest 
child who breaks free of this trance —or maybe he’s the first to fully 
surrender to its effects. He yanks his mother’s wrist, leading her into 
the fluorescent Disney store, ever so conveniently located right next 
to the theater, and the rest of the family follows them in. 

Not that the store’s interior is any different from the street outside. 
For Times Square has been reclaimed from the grimy urban culture 
that dominated it for so many decades. In a cooperative effort be- 
tween The Walt Disney Company, New York City agencies, and now 
dozens of other businesses, the entire district has been transformed 
into a simulation of itself. It is still the real world — yellow taxicabs 

still glide through, and the subway still rumbles underfoot —but one 
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painstakingly tuned to promote the agendas of the media companies 
who funded this urban renewal. 

To be sure, Disney, Virgin, MTV, Condé Nast, and the other 
companies who paid to transform a seedy porn district into a flour- 
ishing theme park have done the city a great service. Though they 
received tremendous tax incentives for agreeing to take up residence 
in Times Square, they also took a great risk. Thanks to the renovations 
these companies undertook, visitors and locals alike can now stroll 
through this area without fear of being mugged or harassed. The 
adjacent Broadway ‘Theater district also stands to benefit from the 
increase in pedestrian traffic as well as the emergence of clean, 
tourist-friendly establishments like Madame Tussaud’s Wax Museum 
and the All Star Café. It’s hard to criticize this successful effort to 
reclaim the splendor of Forty-second Street’s past, especially when 
every plan proposed by the city itself over the past three decades failed 
so miserably. 

But relegating urban planning to a private consortium of media 
companies has its drawbacks, too. The local, living culture of New 
York and the unpredictability of the real world has been sacrificed to 
a planned environment where the designers exercise absolute control. 
Unlike Disneyland, a gated theme park that we enter consciously and 
willfully, or Las Vegas, which was designed to be an entertainment 
center, ‘Times Square is a public space. Or was. The street itself has 
been transformed into a self-contained coercive environment. There 
may as well be a dome over it. 

Merchants lucky enough to be able to afford to rent or buy one 
of Forty-second Street’s giant locations are subjected to zoning reg- 
ulations as strict as those in a shopping mall. One regulation requires 
buildings to feature at least one prominent illuminated sign. The 
thirty-four-foot-wide Panasonic-NBC video screen, the mammoth 
MTV scoreboard-like display, a Virgin Megastore neon monstrosity, 
and dozens of other electronic advertisements combine to create a 
uniform wash of brilliant color. It is at once breathtaking and over- 
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whelming —and precisely the means for inducing the Gruen Trans- 
fer. 

Although it creates the illusion of tremendous consumer choice, 
urban renewal of this kind merely forces us to make our choice as 
consumers. Our roles as citizens, creators, or even activists with in- 
dependent will and a sense of direction are under the influence of a 
meticulously executed carnival of entrancing simulations. And our 
media, through their fictional representations on TV and movie 
screens, only heighten the very same perception of reality they are 
peddling on the street. This is our real world. 

I finally caught up with the family of tourists as they were hailing 
a cab back to their hotel. I asked the father if he felt overwhelmed 
by the scale of this spectacular environment. 

“We don’t live here,” he snapped. “Leave us alone.” 

I tried to be as nonthreatening as I could. “I only wanted to ask 
you—” 

“We don’t want to answer any questions,” he said firmly. “Thank 
you.” 

Though they had bags filled with Disney merchandise, perhaps 
these tourists were more resistant to the numbing effects of the Gruen 
Transfer than I thought. Or maybe they were simply afraid of the 
possibility that I was about to wreck the illusion they had traveled so 
far to find. If I forced them to think, even for a moment, I would 
destroy the spectacle. 


Sone 


CHAPTER THREE 


We need to work with whatever voice speaks unity. 
—Monsignor James Wall, 
Promise Keepers counselor 


Thanks to a rather generous employee benefits program at the 
hospital where my father used to work, starting in the midseventies 
and for many years afterward, our family was given a set of four season 
tickets to the New York Jets. Year after year, winter after cold winter, 
we would pack up the station wagon and head out to Shea oad 
to watch Joe Namath and his succesors defend our city’s honor 
against all comers. ae 

The stadium cheer was simple but heartfelt: “J, E, T, S. Jets! Jets! 
JETS!” Easy enough even for New Yorkers, we used to joke. | never 
was sure if the name of our team referred to the fictional New York 
street gang in the musical West Side Story or to the real aircraft that 
flew noisily over the stadium as they departed from nearby La Guar- 
dia Airport, or maybe it stood for the jet-setting cosmopolitan atmo- 
sphere of the Big Apple itself. In any case, to me the team represented 
everything great about my home city: Broadway Joe, the Van Wyck 
Expressway, the 1964 World’s Fair. When you're a Jet, you stay a Jet. 

I wonder if the eleven-year-old boy who sits in front of me at the 
games today—let’s call him Peter— feels the same way. Jets still fly 
over his head, but they are the 747s of Newark Airport, not Queens. 


“iting poor held conditions and parking problems, in 1984 the Jets 
organization followed the New York Giants to the Meadowlands 
sports complex in New Jersey. Sacrificing hometown pride for profit 
margins, the Jets now play on a polyester tug in Giants Stadium. 

. We’ve sat in a section with Peter’s grandparents, Daryl and Joseph, 
since as long as I can remember. Joseph was a Jets fan before they 
were even known as the Jets. “The Titans wore blue and gold,” he 
AA likes to remind anyone who will listen. “Now those aali say 
New York. ” In that sense, Joe is our connection to the history of 
our team. After any play, he’ll be ready with his analysis — comparing 
a stunning offtackle to one performed by John Riggins in 1975, ora 
well-timed fake kick to one conceived by Hall of Fame coach Weeb 
Ewbank thirty years ago. 

On the whole, though, Joe is far less enchanted with the New 
Jersey incarnation of his favorite sports team. He and his family used 
to take a subway to the games at Shea, just four stops from their 
home in Queens. Now they take a subway to the Port Authority in 
Manhattan, and then a bus from there to New Jersey. All in all, a 
two-hour, twenty-dollar ordeal. These expenses, plus the inflated nee 
of tickets, forced Joe to surrender two of his four seats by the late 
1980s. Now, Joe must choose between bringing his wife or his grand- 
son to each game. i 

On a frigid Sunday in December, he sits with young Peter — but 
- oe ee talk. Joe wears his radio headphones, not so much to 
rear the play-by-play analysis as to block out the shri eramplifie 
advertisements that blare incessantly from the PER 
dress system. Peter, meanwhile, tends tò his Tamagotchi “virtual pet” 
and looks up only to view the promotional pitches and product give- 
aways that are broadcast between plays on the colossal video sereen 
mounted beneath the scoreboard. Both Joe and Peter are enjoying 
valid and fully designed aspects of the modern sports spectacle. Joe 
struggles to enjoy the football game of a bygone era, while his grand- 
son intentionally ignores the cues designed to get him ae in 
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the game and instead dedicates himself to the many promotions that 
form their own kind of entertainment, 

Meanwhile, my date and I long to see more evidence of the spirit 
that is supposed to underlie such sporting events, and we wonder 
whether there’s a minor league team playing on natural turf in a small 
town where the game itself is still the thing that matters most. We 
are hopeful that recent plans to bring back the original Jets team logo 
or to build an old-fashioned stadium back in Queens may restore 
some of the game’s former splendor. 

Like so many other venues for mass communication, today’s sports 
spectacles are desperately looking for new ways to appeal to all of 
their potential audiences. A well-designed spectacle has the power to 
unify tens of thousands of different people into a single, cheering 
mass. However the energy of the mob may have been directed in the 
past— toward particular political, religious, or cultural ideologies— 
today an afternoon at the Meadowlands has been fine-tuned to elicit 
our allegiance to the corporations sponsoring the game. The emo- 
tionally aroused spectators are exposed to commercial messages non- 
stop. Corporate logos adorn every available surface—the walls, a 
blimp overhead, the water coolers, the turnstiles, even the tickets. 
Every time we look up to check the stats, we are reminded who really 
keeps score: the half-dozen corporations whose logos alternately loom 
over the scoreboard. 

The timing of commercial interruptions is meant to capitalize on 
the cresting emotional states of the crowd. At the conclusion of par- 
ticularly exciting or narrowly decided plays, an announcer with an 
amplified, God-like voice calls our attention to huge state-of-the-art 
video screens. After watching a two-second commercial message 

(“This instant replay is brought to you by . . .”), we are treated to video 
recap framed within a corporate logo. It is with desperate and rapt 
attention that the crowd beholds the video image. Our critical fac- 
ulties are suspended during these moments of heightened passion. 
That’s why they cost the most for a company to sponsor. 

After dutifully singing the National Anthem (and forcing Peter to 


Ce Be aand on Dis heart), Joseph replaces the headphones 
over his ears and watches sadly out of the corner of one eye as his 
grandson reflexively responds to each marketing appeal made during 
the game. 

For young Peter, these are the only moments of the game to be 
watched. The boy welcomes the video recaps as a consumer service, 
isolating for him the only moments of the game he needs to pay 
attention to while letting him spend the rest of his time filling out 
contest applications from the program, watching for special promo- 
tions, and, of course, minding his computer pet. By coming to rec- 
ognize the cues from the loudspeaker, Peter can keep himself from 
being fooled into watching the whole boring game like his grandpa. 

To capture Joe’s attention, marketers need to take a different ap- 
proach: They must insinuate themselves into the action of the game 
itself. No matter how much he hates the commercialization of his 
sport, Joe and older fans like him can be counted on to cheer for 
their team — whoever might be instructing him to do so. Today, every- 
one in the stands has been handed a colorful cardboard sign with the 
words “Sack Attack!” printed on one side. A voice on the public 
address system before the game instructs us all to hold up our signs 
Whenever our defense squad successfully “sacks” the Opposing quar- 
terback. 

Who has paid for these colorful signs? A restaurant called Outback 
Steakhouse, who was sure to put its own name and logo on the back 
of the placard. So whenever Joe thrusts his “Sack Attack” sign into 
the air, he is faced with an ad for a steak house. At the same moment, 
the announcer makes the association explicit: “Outback Sack Attack!” 
he cheers, before launching into an ad for the sponsor. 

The brilliance of the promotion is its perfect isolation of the mo- 
ments during the game when the crowd is experiencing its greatest 
rush of collective aggression. One can assume that the sponsor in- 
tends for the two forms of carnage —the sack and the steak—to be 
linked in the spectators’ minds with the wild Australian outback and 
its namesake restaurant. When Joe tells me he feels like eating a thick 
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oes sa giving something away,” Peter says, defending his 
theory through an embarrassed blush at nearly having been fooled. 
Finally, at halftime, Joe removes his headphones and looks around 
the half-filled stadium. 


“It’s pretty cold today,” I say, attempting to rationalize the poor 
attendance. 

“Real fans would’ve shown,” Joe grumbles. “The seats all belong 
to corporations now, not fans. We're going to be in the playoffs and 
no one will be here who cares. Just a lot of clients.” 

Meanwhile, some activity on the field has captured Peter’s atten- 
tion. It appears that a representative of McDonald's is attempting to 
get the crowd to perform the “wave” — another case of a spontaneous 
moment of jubilation seized by marketers, The wave, a stadium-wide 
cheerleading phenomenon, first emerged quite unexpectedly at a 
University of Washington homecoming game in 1981. Fa 
and raised their arms in sequence as the “wave” 
entire arena again and 
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again. The wave quickly caught on elsewhere. 
Throughout the next decade, stadium crowds would revel in displays 


of coordinated enthusiasm, less as a team-supporting cheer than as 
an experiment in group 


dynamics. The wave spread to rock concerts 
and other stadium events. It felt great to be part of a colossal, 40,000- 
person organism. Soon, team owners and their sponsors attempted to 
direct the energy of the wave toward officially sanctioned demonstra- 
tions of team spirit as well as paid promotions. But fans became sus- 
picious when they were asked to perform the wave on demand. As 
spontaneity was sacrificed to marketability, the wave died, and now 
it exists only in its methodically provoked, spiritless incarnation. 
Today's attempt to generate a wave turns out to be just an intro- 
duction to McDonald’s main program: a game of Simon Says in 
which a hundred or so fans from the crowd have been brought down 
to the field to compete. The winner will 


get a cash prize; the losers ` 
a gift certificate to McDonald’s. The fans in the stands are encour- 


aged to play along, although no prize awaits them for successfully 
following the caller’s commands. 
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cad m as AUC as law allows are paid to gyrate in appreciation of the 
brute force of their male counterparts, and fans are free to discuss 
why Samoans make the best front line, “scrappy” young blacks be- 
come wide receivers, and white boys remain the decision-making 
quarterbacks. The crowd’s newfound freedom to enjoy and express 
such feelings gives voltage to the spectacle and unifies the spectators. 

Throughout history, nations and their leaders have used this sense 
of mass complicity and celebration to unite their constituencies, es- 
pecially against foreign threats. In ancient Rome, sports spectacles 
won support for costly wars in far-off lands as citizens were given the 
vicarious, ritualized thrill of the conquests for which their tax dollars 
were paying. As class conflicts and civil unrest grew, a Roman ruler 
could also demonstrate his absolute privilege of mercy or wrath by 
deciding whether to grant a fallen fighter new life or savage death 
with the mere direction of his thumb. In the most emotionally 
charged moment, all eyes turned to the emperor or local governor 
for his decree —unifying the assembled mass in their obeisance. The 
coercive power of these spectacles was so well understood that glad- 
iatorial contests were forbidden in election years. 

Battlefield games like football and soccer served a similar purpose 
through much of the past century, stirring up national, ethnic, or 
local loyalties— especially when the mass in attendance already 
shared a sense of common identity. Without proper channels for its 
expression, however, the unresolved rage stoked in soccer contests has 
led to rampant rioting and even deaths in many of Europe’s arenas, 
Their reasoning suspended, the fans give voice, and fist, to the frus- 
tration of waning nation states and the anxiety accompanying Euro- 
pean union. 

In the United States, most of this violence has been avoided, not 
because American audiences are less prone to such outbursts but 
because the energy of these spectacles has been channeled toward 
corporate agendas. It’s a trickier proposition than uniting a crowd of 
Belfast soccer fans against the visiting team from London, and—as 
McDonald’s no doubt learned —has achieved only mixed results. 


Hometown teams today have little pull on the citizens of a 
namesake cities, with players being drawn from around me ms d. 
And the people assembled at a modern sports spectacle P ra = 
common with one another, too. The same methods eanoe! j | 
to appeal to a traditionalist like Joe, his Cool Kid es 
Simpletons like my girlfriend and me. What little we ee 
do have in common — that we have come root for the home i a 
or that we share the same racial and sexual biases — must be convertec 
into a desire to buy products. 

Eoo for the most part, is a targeted etfort marn 
of the individual prospect is crucial. You wouldn’t ask a car sa Pe 
to close a deal without conducting his assessment phase, yet Pn 
sponsors are hoping to do exactly that through o i i 
take advantage of a massive crowd’s heightened emotional state 

unify it toward the common goal of buying goods. M AEE 

The National Basketball Association has weathered the transi on 
to commercial interests better than football has. With coum ona 
David Stern at the helm, in fact, the NBA has retooled a spon ae 
inally designed to promote cooperation among Catholic boys one i 
celebration of individual achievement. Stern s three-prong ; ae 
has been to push a kind of “star system,” to infuse he va a 
unifying racial identity, and to systematically reduce ne a na es 

The rules of the game themselves have been altered to Ma a 
passing and to promote the hot-dogging style of acne ee 
shooters. Shot clocks, no-blocking zones, and other recent mies 
tions encourage individuals to penetrate the defense yeo as 

to their fellows. Advertisements for games pit the star players : = i 
team against each other, as if the game were a ee E oS 
ketball today is meant to be a clash of individual egos and style: 

ities. 

ee i Stern has also mandated uniformity ee 7 
arena. No matter where it may be, an NBA game will begin 4 
high-tech light show and a computer-generated video Haus, - 
showing a few landmarks of the host city before tracking dramatically 


mTOusN tie streets and into the arena, as if to demonstrate how en- 
ergy from the street will be brought into play. Changing the arena 
soundtrack from heavy metal to hip-hop, and the graphics from sten- 
cil to graffiti were the first steps toward introducing the strident in- 
dividualism of young urban black culture, The players’ uniforms were 
also changed to look more like hip-hop fashion, with lower waistlines 
and baggy pants. But the style retains a measure of decorum: A 
player’s pant legs must not drape closer than one inch to the knee or 
he will be penalized and fined. 

The uniforms themselves are altered every year or so. Thus fans 
are required to buy new jerseys at regular intervals if they want to 
remain current. Because individual players are highlighted instead of 
entire teams, the pressure for a young fan to be dressed just like his 
hero is magnified. In a game emphasizing team spirit, a traditional 
or antique uniform might demonstrate a fan’s long-held loyalty to the 
team. When the emphasis shifts toward individual players as con- 
sumption role models for fans, then the object of the game, for the 
spectator, is to match brands with the hero. Make no mistake — Nike 
and Champion don’t make their money selling uniforms to the teams. 
They profit from selling “official” team merchandise to us. 

Most powerful, by incorporating the strengths of urban black youth 
culture — individualism, improvisationary play, hip-hop, and fashion — 
into a formerly white-person’s sport, Stern has created a cooler and 
more progressive-feeling spectacle through which younger, modern 
audiences can be unified along unspoken but strongly racial senti- 
ments. No matter how many millions of dollars they make, these 
street-smart young African-Americans represent the underdogs in our 
society, and it is easy for us all to rally behind them. 


The Voice of the People 


When unspoken racial tensions are stoked for purely commercial 
enterprises, only cultural anthropologists and raging killjoys tend to 
be concerned. Our kids might buy a few more jerseys than they need, 


but the entertainment value of the sport itself remains at least partially 
intact, and the foundations of civil society are not fundamentally 
threatened. . | 
The modern sports spectacle is cousin to a much more pointedly 
political sort of rally, however, in which the same basic set of crowd- 
unifying techniques are used to promote something much more po- 
tentially dangerous than simple consumerism: ideology. It is a 
tradition that finds its most extreme expression in the political rallies 
of dictators like Adolf Hitler, who depended on pageants and spec- 
tacles to keep their followers committed to a collective mission and 
free from taking individual responsibility for what they were doing. 
In 1998, a debate raged in New York City about whether or not 
to allow the Million Youth March to take place in Harlem on Labor 
Day. City officials and local papers put forth a very reasonable ra- 
tionale for why such a spectacle shouldn’t. The rally was more of a 
stationary event than a march, and it presented tremendous traffic 
and safety problems at the proposed location, a busy thoroughfare of 
upper Manhattan. : 
Underlying this reluctance, however, was the very real fear of the 
power of spectacle—and, in this case, a highly oe racially 
charged one, organized by Nation of Islam renegade Khalid Abdul 
Muhammad, who made a name for himself by calling Jews blood- 
suckers in the early 1990s. Mayor Giuliani fought against the ply in 
court, while black organizations less extreme than Muhammad's pro- 
posed alternative events in other locations to try to siphon away po- 
tential demonstrators. City officials and moderate African-American 
leaders alike were frightened of just how provocative a man like Mu- 
hammad could be, and of how a crowd of black youth might choose 
to vent its collective rage once it was effectively stoked by racist rhet- 
oric. 
As defense lawyers after the violent Los Angeles riots argued, when 
we are caught up in the madness of a crowd, we no longer feel 
individually responsible for our emotions or actions. We can allow 


ourselves to shout, sing, cry, or strike without the temperance imposed 
by personal accountability. 

Phe more repressed a culture, the more pent-up its passion be- 
comes. In those rare opportunities when we are permitted to vent this 
energy, we are brought into unfamiliar emotional territory, We feel 
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alive as never before, and strangely honest—as if in our daily lives 
we have been living a lie. We may shed tears of joy or sadness, but 
underlying these tears is a sense of rage at not having been allowed 
t express these aply > oe © Ta i 

o express these feelings all along, which magnifies the rage even 
more. 

A person who is able to name this sensation at just the right mo- 
ment can direct the raw emotional energy at such a gathering to 
almost any end he chooses. In a rally about race, that end is more 
than the selection of a postgame steak house. Because spectacle is 
capable of inspiring dormant rage, it is a powerful medium for deliy- 
ering rhetoric, even in the service of racist ideologies. 

IHlifieal - realioy > das ape i i 

Political and religious leaders who understand this dynamic have 
produced spectacular rallies in order to consolidate their constitu- 
encies and spur them into action. Adolf Hitler and his propaganda 

mak D, way i a e th 
chief Paul Joseph Goebbels were masters of the political pageant. 
Like the ancient Romans, they used mass gatherings both to celebrate 
their distant victories and, when the war was not going so well, to 

s a . : 
rationalize their defeats. It was a simple, if faulty, logic: When the 
Nazis were winning, then victories were a sign of divine providence 
and grace; when they were losing, the losses were evidence of the 
global Jewish conspiracy against them. Hitler’s spectacular Nurem- 
berg rallies were concocted to emotionally convince his followers of 
this irrational syllogism. 

lhe first job of any spectacle planner is to create a spectacular 

environment. Hitler chose to conduct his annual rallies at a Zeppelin 
a feel fF - “s a karn ipt ” oe x s 

a tribute to “superior” German aviation technology. But 

y 1934, as he began to gear up his supporters for global conquest, 

he enlisted the genius of architect Albert Speer to build a correspond- 

ingly more inspirational stage set. 


For emotional, religious, and even political effect, Speer comman- 
deered 130 antiaircraft searchlights and spaced them at 40-foot inter- 
vals around a giant field. As Speer later joked, “Goering made a fuss 
at first, since these hundred and thirty searchlights represented the 
greater part of the strategic reserve. But Hitler won him over: ‘If we 
use them in such large numbers for a thing like this, other countries 
will think we’re swimming in searchlights.’ ”! The immense rays of 
light rose more than 20,000 feet before diffusing into the heavens. 
According to Speer, “The feeling was of a vast room, with the beams 
serving as mighty pillars of infinitely high outer walls . . . a cathedral 
of light.” 

Speer’s intentions were to overwhelm rationality with grandeur and 
to mask naked rhetoric with emotion. His theatrics worked so well 
that the architect found himself drawn into the spell. He reported in 
his autobiography that he remembered attending the rallies and ad- 
miring Hitlers speeches. But on rereading them years later, Speer 
claims he had no idea what it was he had admired: “I found it in- 
comprehensible that these tirades should once have impressed me so 
profoundly. What had done it?” 

It is no mystery. Speer was the victim of his own efforts as well as 
the way Hitler’s rhetoric capitalized on the emotional impact of the 
spectacle they had created together. Though bolstered by stage sets 
and special effects, the technique is fairly simple. Think of any great 
spectacle as having three main acts: First, unify the crowd; second, 
stoke their passion; and third, speak as God or Nature. 

Each of the three stages of spectacle can be achieved in a variety 
of ways, addressing a multiplicity of agendas simultaneously. Ele- 
ments of religion, history, oppression, conspiracy theory, numerology, 
metaphor, and racism all figure into the three-act coercive drama. 

No matter how many disparate ideas are addressed, however, unif- 
cation is required at the outset. At a sporting event, this premise 
generally is built in to the event. We know to root for our “home 
team even though its players may have been drawn from around the 
world. At ideological spectacles, however, the crowd’s unity must be 


ae ae why ee every key speech performed at a spectacle 
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“Hitler's speeches translated in Raoul de Roussy de Sales, Adolf Hitler: M 
New Order (New York: Octagon Books, 1973) = 


In Leni Riefenstahl’s 1935 documentary about the Nuremberg ral- 
lies, Triumph of the Will, Hitler walks a tremendous gauntlet, appar- 
ently mourning the deaths of some soldiers in coffins. The camera 
moves in tight on Hitler’s face as he stares sadly, but determinedly, 
ahead. Then Riefenstahl cuts to where Hitler is looking—not at the 
wreath or the funeral pyre at all, but at the giant stone swastika above 
it. An attack against a symbol is more spectacular than one against 
human beings. It is universal. 

At precisely the moment that the crowd makes the leap from per- 
sonal to universal rage, the speaker can embark on his third and most 
difficult task: presenting himself as the voice of God (or whatever 
higher authority he decides to emulate, be it the divine spirit of a 
nation or the father of a particular race). Usually, this is done with a 
subtle tongue. In 1936, Hitler used religious phraseology to cast him- 
self in a messianic role: “How could we not feel once again at this 
hour the miracle that brought us together! You once heard the voice 
of a man, and it struck your hearts. It awakened you and you followed 
this voice .. . Not every one of you sees me, and I do not see every 
one of you. But I feel you, and you feel me!... It is a wonderful 
thing to be your Führer.” 

At the end of nearly every inspirational rally, the audience is en- 
treated to take a collective oath. In the midst of a crowd of thousands 
of brethren, we are to pledge our support. Unfortunately, we are not 
in a position to rationally consider what we are doing. Hitler went 
so far as to threaten his followers with punishment for noncompli- 
ance, warning that “he who breaks his vow of loyalty . . . must not 
be surprised if one day he also finds himself lonely, betrayed, aban- 
doned.... For us the mere proclamation of faith does not suffice. 
Only the oath ‘I fight!” 

Although Hitler might be considered an extreme example, the arc 
of coercive rhetoric at ideological spectacles has remained very sim- 
ilar to this day. Louis Farrakhan followed a nearly identical formula 
for his famous Million Man March in Washington, D.C. He unified 
his crowd with a long speech about the buses they rode from distant 


cities. He stoked their passion with references to a symbolic defeat: 

White supremacy caused Napoleon to blow the nose off the Sphinx 
because it reminded you too much of the Black man’s majesty.” He 
referred to himself as continuing the lineage of Moses, Jesus, and 
Muhammad, then entreated his assembly to take a collective sole 
oath. 7 

Spectacles such as these are just as powerful, and just as potentially 
dangerous, as those from past eras on which their coercive styles are 
based. Worse, by applying their rhetoric to religion instead of politics 
these people have proved much harder for others to criticize without 
being accused of bigotry. Only those groups specifically targeted by 
the rhetorical attacks feel justified in speaking out. 

Feminists were the first people to openly criticize the 50,000- 
person extravaganzas organized by the Promise Keepers, a revival 
movement that uses the coercive power of spectacle to rally its all- 
male initiates toward a common spiritual calling that includes “takin 
back authority” in the home. : 

Conceived in 1990 by the head football coach at the University 
of Colorado, the Promise Keepers owe their success to the same prin- 
ciples that win football games: a unified team, a sense of rage, and 
commitment to a “higher” goal. After several years of ešponential 
growth, the Promise Keepers held a nationally televised rally in 1997 
called “Stand in the Gap” on the same plot of turf where Farrakhan 
had held his Million Man March: the National Mall in Washington 
D.C. Dozens more have followed each year in stadiums rand the 
country. 

A former member of the organization, who PH call Hank, traveled 
several hundred miles from his home in upstate New York to attend 
a Promise Keepers rally held in Philadelphia in July 1998. The home 
video he shot of the event amounted to an instructional tape in the 
art of coercive spectacle. The two-day “wake-up call” included prayer 
confession, “Jesus cheers,” stirring speeches, participatory songs E 
sponsive readings, beach balls, a version of the wave, public goile 
sions, a candlelighting ceremony, and a sacred oath. Predictably, it 


ended with the assembled men, many in tears, vowing their com- 
mitment to seven promises about loving Jesus, living a moral life, and 
spreading the doctrine to others. 

Apparently, feminists are not the only ones who see more than the 
Holy Spirit at work here. The Center for Democratic Studies has 
dedicated an entire newsletter, called PK Watch, to tracking the 
movemenť’s activities. According to a book published by the center, 
Promise Keepers: The Third Wave of the American Religious Right, the 
movement has more political aspirations than it admits: “In its con- 
ception and execution, Promise Keepers is one of the most sophisti- 
cated political movements the right wing has yet conjured up.” The 
National Organization for Women has likewise declared Promise 
Keepers “the greatest danger to women’s rights.” 

The rhetoric of the Promise Keepers is no more frightening or 
extreme than that of many other radical religious groups. But the 
methods they use to spread their doctrine evoke terror in their op- 
ponents, who recognize the awesome power of these spectacles to 
suspend logic and to foment rage. Those who have attended such 
rallies in an attempt to analyze them find themselves swept up by the 
enthusiasm of the crowd. Newton Maloney, a specialist in psychology 
and religion at Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, attended a 
75,000-strong gathering of Promise Keepers in Los Angeles. Although 
he went to chronicle their methodology, he soon forgot all about his 
original purpose and began having a “wonderful time.” He later told 
a skeptical reporter who was covering the rally, “I knew all the crowd 
techniques .. . [but] it was amazing, spontaneous, like a religious re- 
vival.” 

Hank, too, found himself inexplicably drawn in during his first 
Promise Keepers experience. “I felt they were talking right to me,” 
he said. “I had some problems with my marriage, and the speaker 
sounded like he knew it. Just when I was thinking about it, he men- 
tioned it. I cried, and other guys cried, too.” 

As he learned later by reading “anti-Promise Keepers” materials 
that his wife had downloaded off the World Wide Web, Hank was 


not subjected to divine intervention but a simple market study. Prom- 
ise Keepers’ demographic researchers determined that 62 percent of 
their members struggle with infidelity and the allure of pornography, 
As this was the single largest concern of the men polled, the Promise 
Keepers planners capitalized on it as an appeal to confess. 

At the rally, in the heat of the moment as his sins were discovered, 
Hank turned off his video camera and walked toward the field to join 
in a mass confession. 

Hank was a victim of well-honed psychological techniques: 
Through play, song, confession, and confusion, participants are quite 
nearly hypnotized and made to regress to a childlike state of mind, 
where they are hungry for direction from above. The speakers then 
indoctrinate their vulnerable assembly to the arts of “spiritual warfare” 
and “soldiering for God.” Like young college-football players looking 
up to their coach for an inspirational locker-room speech after a dif- 
ficult half, or young Nazi soldiers looking to their führer for guidance, 
the Promise Keepers are rendered psychologically and intellectually 
defenseless, however much testosterone might be coursing through 
their veins. 

In fact, as in any deliberately coercive spectacle, the programming 
occurs precisely during these heightened moments of rage or fear. 
Just as the Outback Steakhouse chooses the brutal “sack” for its point 
of attack, the Promise Keepers make their final call to confess when 
hearts are pounding hardest. At such moments we are not familiar 
with the emotions we are feeling, and we gladly accept any outlet for 
the primal energy summoned through the mass ritual. We need to 
believe we have found the natural expression of our fervor, even if it 
is ill-defined, 

When Hank returned home from Philadelphia, he found his wife 
and children resistant to his newfound determination to exercise his 
supreme, God-given authority over them. Their insubordination sent 
him into a rage. On one occasion, Hank’s wife became so frightened 


of the measures he might choose for demonstrating his “resolve” that 
she took her children to a neighbor’s home for the night. 

Promise Keepers leaders contend that the emotional fallout a a 
ily experiences after a member’s awakening results from the man’s 
inability to assert himself skillfully, from the decadent propaganda of 
liberal women’s groups, and from years of sinful living that simply 
cannot be healed overnight. But after several weeks of arguing with 
his family and a few sessions of counseling with his minister, Hank 
decided that the Promise Keepers “said good things but were not for 
me.” The rally succeeded only in making him more aware of his 
dissatisfaction with his personal relationships, his unsatisfying job, and 
his inability to find a place for God in his life. It did not provide him 
with an appropriate set of tools to make any changes. 

Because of the many unresolved emotions it leaves in its wake, 
spectacle is a dangerous way to generate enthusiasm for one’s cause — 
which is why New York’s custodians were so fearful of a Million 
Youth March occurring within city limits, especially when it was 
aimed at one of its most oppressed demographic groups: young black 
men. . 

Mayor Giuliani was so afraid of this spectacle’s coercive power 
that he took every possible measure to prevent it from attaining crit- 
ical mass. Police divided the crowd area into isolated segments, each 
no bigger than half a city block, to prevent mass contagion. The event 
was given a strict time limit—so strict, in fact, that Giuliani sent 
police onto the stage to pull the plug on Muhammad two minutes 
after his deadline had passed. Ironically, it was just such a show of 
force that Muhammad was waiting for. He easily convinced the as- 
sembled young men that they were under attack by their enemies, 
and he provoked a small riot. “Take their guns in self-defense,” he 
shouted. Still, it was policymakers’ fear of the power of spectacle that 

had precipitated the eventual violence. 

The young participants of the Million Youth March were left no 
better off than Hank and his fellow Promise Keepers. ‘Their blood 
was brought to a righteous boil, but they weren’t given any tools to 


exercise their passion. Their rage had been artfully stoked, but what 
did they receive for their trouble except the crack of a billy club? 


Sex, Drugs, and Rock ’n’ Roll 


Do spectacles ever give their participants the tools they need to 
work out their heightened emotions in a constructive way? Is it even 
possible for mass spectacles to be used toward positive ends, or are 
all spontaneous gatherings doomed to be co-opted? Spectacles such 
as the March on Washington and Woodstock in the 1960s seemed 
to hold the promise for broad positive change for their participants, 
but the current incarnations of these events — Woodstock I, Lolla- 
palooza, and the Million Man March—seem contrived, commercial, 
or downright destructive. Perhaps the emotional energy of spectacle 
can no longer be channeled in a healthy manner. Maybe it never 
could. Still, that doesn’t keep people from trying. 

When my good friend Aaron Naparstek called me in June 1998 
to tell me he had just signed on to help devise a new kind of concert 
gathering, I knew that whatever it was he had gotten himself involved 
in would not suffer from a lack of good intentions. A mature twenty- 
eight, Aaron has been working since he was a teenager to develop 
youth programs that help participants explore alternative methods of 
conflict resolution. At an international camp called Seeds of Peace, 
Aaron brings Palestinian, Arab, and Israeli children together each 
summer for workshops and role-playing games, where they are forced 
to find ways to work together. In one such program, all the children 
are divided into separate tribes, each missing one essential resource. 
By the afternoon’s end, only the tribes who have learned to negotiate 
and trade with the others will survive. 

Although the games are programmed to teach a particular lesson 
(the decks are stacked, so to speak), that lesson is usually a positive 
one —or at least one that relies on problem solving instead of holy 
war. Aaron’s programs have been so successful that he has received 
funding to continue his international workshops on the Internet. 


Youth programming and community building might be Aaron’s 
passions, but they don’t always pay the bills. For that reason, he took 
a job last year in “virtual community” planning for Microsoft’s online 
service Sidewalk.com. There he was responsible for helping to orga- 
nize marketing spectacles, like a rally in New York’s Bryant Park in 
which the assembled crowd stood in line to receive discount coupons 
to local restaurants featured on Microsoft’s Web site. As he applied 
his well-honed skills toward helping people network according to the 
corporate agenda of the software giant, he found himself slipping into 
a malaise. Luckily, just as Microsoft was restructuring its online ser- 
vice to become more commercial —and handing community makers 
like Aaron pink slips—he partnered with an old friend who had the 
resources to make a progressive spectacle into a reality. 

Thomas Hoegh is best known as the theater director who chore- 
ographed the opening ceremony for the Lillehammer Olympics in 
1994, Pageantry is his forte, and the native-born Hoegh had no com- 
punction about using every tool at his disposal to celebrate Nordic 
culture. Though CBS opted to broadcast an interview with knee- 
bashing conspirator Tonya Harding instead of the ceremony, the 
34,000 in attendance at Lillehammer were treated to classic over-the- 
top spectacle. A characteristically Norwegian reindeer-drawn sled 
driven by one of the region’s indigenous Lapps gathered participants 
and speakers from around the world. Eight parachutists dropped 
down from the heavens, holding a +00-foot Norwegian flag. Speakers 
inspired the assembled masses with talk of international peace and 
brotherhood. Norway’s royal family entered with the pomp of Mi- 
chael Jordan stepping onto the basketball court, and for the climax, 
a ski jumper holding a flame performed a death-defying jump across 
the stadium before lighting the main Olympic torch. 

Hoegh left theater behind after inheriting his family’s fortune and 
starting a venture-capital firm called Arts Alliance, which specializes 
in online projects, marketing, and software. He took a job at a Mas- 
sachusetts company called Firefly in order to learn about the “intel- 
ligent agents” — small programs that search cyberspace for an Internet 


user's requests and presumed desires—they were developing for big 
business. There he met Naparstek, and the pair quickly realized they 
should be working together on something more culturally relevant 
and more fun than marketing software. 

While most of his previous Arts Alliance projects had involved 
investing in and advising online companies, Hoegh had an idea that 
appealed to Naparstek: to design a massive youth culture event that 
revived some of the positive energy of spectacle. Something had di- 
vorced the modern rock concert from its ritualistic roots, Hoegh and 
Naparstek thought, and the two were determined to restore this con- 
nection through a traveling, global road show, fittingly entitled the 
“Ritual.” 

Because I had experience researching and writing about youth 
culture, the two well-meaning conspirators decided to bring me in 
on the action. After a few preliminary meetings, I realized their task 
was Sisyphean. Since the 1960s, almost every effort to ignite a gen- 
uinely free-spirited expression of mass energy in the form of a musical 
event had been quickly snuffed—either by a music industry deter- 
mined to capitalize on the phenomenon or by well-meaning pro- 
gressives who weighed it down with political “causes.” How could 
these two hope to accomplish anything better? 

As envisioned by Hoegh, the Ritual would be a traveling spectacle 
designed to provide a spiritual, communal awakening for a global 
youth culture in quest of just such an outlet. With little more than 
this basic goal, the two gathered about a dozen experienced rave 
promoters, online community makers, musicians, DJ’s, and youth 
culture advocates to “brainstorm” a spectacle worthy of the mission. 

Those of us who assembled for the one-day meeting in a funky 
studio in New York’s Greenwich Village were treated to something 
of a program ourselves. Naparstek had outlined the day’s proceedings 
on a large flip chart. We played “show and tell,” broke into smaller 
focus groups, made presentations to one another, and strove to pay 
attention. Still, most everyone was suspicious, and our cynicism was 
palpable. 


We sat at tables arranged in a polygon, and listened to Hoegh as 
he described his vision. “The artist has gone from presenter to facil- 
itator,” he explained. His intention, he told us, was to facilitate a 
ritual that would be actualized by its participants, or, in his words, to 
“create a space for a story to take place.” The space would consist of 
dozens of giant shipping containers connected to form a tremendous 
circle. At the center, a stage fitted with projectors would cast images 
directly up onto an “organ of mirrors” that would, in turn, reflect the 
images onto the surfaces of the containers. Using 3D sound technol- 
ogy, musicians on the stage would be able to direct the sounds of 
their instruments to different locations in the circle. 

Most important, the musicians and visual artists would merely set 
up “frameworks” for the participants to make their own content using 
devices situated throughout the arena. The ticket for the event would 
be a CD-ROM disk, distributed far in advance. The CD would con- 
tain software allowing ticket holders to create music and videos that 
could be broadcast throughout the event. A World Wide Web site 
would offer participants the chance to communicate with one an- 
other during the months before the show came to their hometown, 
and perhaps even form separate “tribes” that would come together at 
the Ritual, as a sort of conclave. Those who participated the most 
online or with local organizers would be entitled to work most di- 
rectly with the professional artists on the tour. 

Though we could all sense Hoegh’s earnestness as he told us his 
ideas, we couldn’t help but attack him with our questions. Is this a 
concert, or what? Who gets the money? Who decides which audience 
contributions are actually used? What’s this Ritual supposed to con- 
vey? 

Maybe we were right to question Hoegh’s vision. Or maybe we 
simply had gotten so used to the coercive use of spectacle that we 
saw a hidden motive behind every one of his ideas. 

Toward the end of the day, Genesis P-Orridge, an expert in occult 
practices and the notorious founder of British “industrial” band 
Throbbing Gristle, was asked to give us some background about the 


tribal roots of ritual. He spoke of mystics and rain dances, the unpre- 
dictability of nature, and the technologies of survival. The mystics of 
a tribe were responsible for identifying patterns that others couldn't, 
he explained. And the rituals they created were designed to bring 
back the conditions—be it rain, harvest, or prosperity—that had 
arisen spontaneously and without effort before but that seemed to 
evade them now. “Rituals are based in a people’s need to build some- 
thing in order to make something happen that had happened before,” 
the tattooed and scarified counterculture legend insisted. 

An unmistakable chill swept through the steamy, un-air- 
conditioned loft. Were we to assume the role of our society’s mystics, 
re-creating the conditions that allowed for a spontaneous spectacle to 
emerge? Most of us had been active participants in one countercul- 
tural movement or another, and knew all too well what happens when 
someone tries to corral that natural energy. Besides, how is “making 
something happen that happened before” progressive? The Ritual was 
beginning to sound more like a rally to restore the Promise Keepers’ 
once-assumed role of authority in the family. 

A young black Harvard intellectual-turned-musician, DJ Spooky, 
finally broke the ice, giving voice to our shared paranoia: “So we're 
talking about starting a cult?” 

The Ritual-retains a line on the Arts Alliance balance sheet, but— 
as of this writing, anyway—has not yet gathered the necessary mo- 
mentum to come to fruition. Perhaps Hoegh realizes he’s fighting a 
losing battle and that selfconsciously concocted spectacle, no matter 
how well-intentioned, is bound to fail. 

For in light of their tendency to draw on old traditions, spectacles 
aren’t the most hospitable forums for promoting new ideas or alter- 
native agendas. Spectacles bring their followers into the future only 
by lauding achievements and values of the distant and sometimes 
mythical past. They are a call to arms, where confessed sinners and 
the newly virtuous vow to wage war against the alien forces of change 
that have compromised their common, God-ordained mission. 

It’s hard for a spectacle to be much more than that. By encour- 


aging emotional or nostalgic reactions and demanding conformity, 
spectacles tend to discourage the kind of mind-set that leads to pro- 
gressive change. Occasionally and usually spontaneously, a legiti- 
mately novel form of spectacle arises, where individuality is preserved 
and open-minded tolerance prevails. They don’t usually last for long. 
Spontaneous expressions such as these are either co-opted by the very 
forces and industries they hoped to change or surrendered to the 
intrinsically coercive structure of spectacle itself. Either a new tribe 
or a new demographic is formed. 

The sudden countercultural surges provoked by movements like 
rock and roll, punk, and rave are no exception. For all their lip service 
to progressive agendas and psychedelic illumination, most stadium 
concerts today are merely desperate attempts to rehabilitate the for- 
mer “platinum” status of waning supergroups or the faded glory of 
the rock and roll era. As a result, the vast majority of music festivals 
are bound by traditional values and are nearly as coercive as a Prom- 
ise Keepers rally. Whether in support of God’s masculine image or 
U2 singer Bono’s latest chart-buster, any stadium filled with people 
pumping their fists in the air or slamming against one another in 
mosh pits is more under the influence of hormones than common 
sense. 

By the time a rock group reaches the status necessary to perform 
at a full-fledged spectacle, its managers are usually more concerned 
with maintaining sales than pushing any creative envelope. Newer 
groups, who serve as warm-up bands for monster acts, gain audience 
and legitimacy through their association with the established head- 
liner. Meanwhile, anything truly novel about them will forever be 
associated with the veteran rock and roll institution. Their voluntary 
alliance with the number one band is a not-so-tacit acknowledgment 
of a direct and devotional lineage. 

Stadium concerts today are not so much about the bands or their 
music. They are increasingly about spectacle, and they are designed 
to artificially re-create the sensations of tribal loyalty. Employing the 
same sorts of techniques used by the Promise Keepers, concert pro- 


moters reverse-engineer the allegiance of their audiences. Rather than 
amplify a rock group’s genuineness, the spectacle manufactures the 
physical and emotional conditions associated with loyalty in order to 
consolidate a stable and continuing source of financial revenue. 

Rock concerts, of course, have long served as vehicles for the po- 
litical and spiritual agendas of their stars. The Grateful Dead used 
their concerts to share Eastern and psychedelic philosophies, while 
The Who began to address unemployment and other social fallout 
from the downward trend in the British economy. Woodstock, how- 
ever earnestly conceived, was really just a rally for the antiwar move- 
ment. The event itself was more important than the music. Musicians 
and promoters with political agendas were capitalizing on the energy 
of mass spectacle to unite young people in their opposition to con- 
tinuing militarism in Vietnam. Though earnest and well-meaning, 
they were also manipulating. 

Today, rock concerts in support of specific agendas are common 
and overt. Live Aid, Band Aid, Rain Forest, and Free Tibet concerts 
make no pretense of the fact that they are directing the energy they 
generate toward social or political causes. Still, many of the perform- 
ers are aware of an inherent incongruity. As Beastie Boy Adam Yauch 
admitted to Gen-X Swing magazine of his Tibet concerts, “We're 
trying to create something that as closely as possible represents Tibet, 
which is obviously ludicrous because we’re doing it in the middle of 
a stadium with a bunch of kids running around, playing Western 
music.” 

The promoters of these events have our best interests at heart. 
Although there is something odd about a rock star having more po- 
litical influence over young people than, say, a working environmen- 
talist, legislator, or social activist, it’s hard to feel too terrible about 
concerts that generate awareness about global threats. But the same 
persuasive techniques used to direct rock audiences toward social 
issues are being used much more often and more perniciously by 
businessmen hoping to make a buck for themselves. 

By the mid-1990s, the popularity of relatively anonymous elec- 


tronic dance music and the failure of supergroups to maintain cus- 
tomer loyalty had pushed platinum album sales to dangerous lows. 
Although young people are buying more recorded music than ever 
before, they can no longer be counted on to purchase albums by the 
same artists, year after year. Some experts blame the Internet and 
channel surfing for breaking the predictabie, linear purchasing habits 
of young people. With the ability to sample music online from count- 
less new bands, digital kids drift from genre to genre. Where once 
they could have been counted on to buy four or five albums from 
the same supergroup, now they buy just one and move on to another. 
The rise of electronic music, usually recorded and performed by un- 
seen musicians and with no lead vocalist, has further eroded the sup- 
port base for traditional high-profile concert bands. To fans of 
electronic music, the cults of personality associated with famous rock 
groups seem contrived and superfluous. 

The music industry’s dependence on formulaic marketing, cou- 
pled with a growing disillusionment about role models and pop icons, 
has left the music business desperate for the huge moneymakers of 
the classic rock era. So they turn to the tactics of spectacle to revive 
the aging heart of rock and roll. 

Concert promoters now strive to make their shows bigger, louder, 
and more extravagant than their predecessors’. Fireworks and explo- 
sions, not passionate musical refrains, are what bring the crowd to its 
feet on cue. 

In its best light, the self-consciously re-created rock concert can be 
seen as a kind of second-order ritual—a ritual of a ritual. But rock 
promoters have a much less postmodern attitude toward all this. To 
them, it’s about business. 

Consider U2’s 1997 PopMart tour, perhaps the most expensive and 
self-consciously devised rock and roll extravaganza ever to travel 
around the globe. The show’s title revealed its true purpose: PopMart. 
With an ironic wink, the tour sought to stake U2’s claim to the throne 
of “world’s greatest supergroup” by launching a ritualized invasion. 

“There are times in rock and roll when military language becomes 


inescapable,” explained band manager Paul McGuinness. “You talk 
about things like invasions and battle plans in various countries be- 
cause you want people to buy your records and come see your 
shows.”* 

The East Bay Express was not amused. “When you've got The 
Most Audacious Stage Show in Rock History in front of you, it’s easier 
simply to let your jaw drop at the setup: a 170-by-56-foot video screen 
(sort of like Times Square), an enormous toothpick spiked with an 
olive (sort of like Times Square), and a huge golden arch (sort of like 
McDonald’s) blasting floodlights directly into the night sky (sort of 
like a 1930s Nazi rally).”5 

In spite of a $2.4-million-per-week budget and countless more 
spent on hype and publicity, most of U2’s shows failed to sell out or 
even come close. Not that the tour wasn’t profitable — ticket receipts 
easily exceeded expenditures. Still, the overwhelming reaction of au- 
dience members I interviewed was negative. They saw through the 
hoopla to the hollow marketing at the spectacle’s empty core. Lead 
singer Bono responded defensively to his critics: “I don’t buy the 
notion that you are somehow committing an offense to the spirit of 
rock and roll by becoming popular.” But popularity was not his crime; 
manipulative spectacle was. 

The so-called “alternative” rock scene offers the most grotesque 
contortions of spectacle gone awry. Lollapalooza, a touring festival 
started in 1991 to bring attention to lesser-known bands, quickly be- 
came a victim of its own success. As alternative bands like Nirvana 
became supergroups in their own right, the festival got more con- 
trived. Ironically, it also got less popular, less profitable, and entirely 
predictable. As New York Times reviewer Jon Pareles put it in a review 
of the festival, “Most bands simply filled their niches. The thrill is 
fading; fewer than 12,500 were sold out of 27,500.6 

In an attempt to restore some of its former street credibility and 
cash flow, Lollapalooza engaged Perry Farrel, the concert’s original 
organizer who had since moved on. Faced with the dilemma of how 
to make this festival different from a run-of-the-mill testosterone party, 


Farrel strove to associate the road show with legitimate social causes. 
The theme he chose was “toxic waste,” but more than one reviewer 
noticed the many incongruities between the concert’s stated agenda 
and the actual event. 

At the show I attended, the smell of cooking hamburgers wafted 
over an earnest anti-beef display. As a Spin reporter explained, 


After reading about the evils of dioxin-producing PVC plastic at 
the Greenpeace table, you could visit “the Temple” and watch one 
of the official Lollapalooza dancing girls hang from a crotch har- 
ness in what looked suspiciously like a PVC bondage thong. More 
than one fan made the mistake of offering up dollar bills to Miss 
Thang in her sling, suggesting the difference between postfeminist 
performance art and alterna-por is in the groin of the beholder.’ 


Lollapalooza enacted the “social-issue strategy” in reverse. Instead 
of the rock show being used to rally people behind a social cause, a 
social cause was being used to rally people behind a rock show— 
which, perhaps, is why neither was effectively promoted. True to the 
overbearing nature of such spectacles, the only female performers at 
Lollapalooza were backup singers. It was such a blatant omission that 
a collection of popular “girl bands” decided to tour on their own that 
same summer, to much better receptions and reviews. 

The closest young people got to liberating themselves from the 
agendas of marketers and social activists alike was when they aban- 
doned the festivals devised for them and took to devising their own. 
By the late 1980s, many young people in Europe and the United 
States were already tiring of the traditional rock concert, but they still 
had the urge to gather together in massive numbers and dance. 

Luckily, some vacationing British revelers on an island called Ibiza 
off the coast of Spain stumbled upon what turned out to be at least 
a temporary answer: raves. These spontaneous festivals, which quickly 
spread to the British countryside and America’s West Coast, consisted 


of little more than electronic dance music mixed on turntables, and 
thousands of people willing to move to it. Although mild versions of 
psychedelic drugs were very often a component of the scene and its 
psychology, the unannounced and usually illegal gatherings succeed- 
ing in bonding literally thousands of people together through a lead- 
erless mass spectacle. Most of the participants didn’t know quite what 
to do the next morning with the emotional states they had achieved 
the night before, but they felt certain they had experienced group 
cohesion on a level more profound than they previously thought pos- 
sible. 

Raves were transformational experiences on the order of a Promise 
Keepers rally, except they appeared to have no overriding or imposed 
agenda. Young people attending and organizing raves were so wary 
of social or commercial causes co-opting their experience that they 
generally shunned even the worthiest of affiliations. Much to the 
chagrin of 1960s radicals and record executives alike, for a long time 
raves remained amateur events in the best sense of the word, and 
their organizers strenuously resisted efforts to turn them into anything 
else. 

The most commonly reported effect of the rave experience was 
“loss of self.” Rave participants said the parties made them feel “lib- 
erated” or “free from ego.” Unlike Promise Keepers, who found lib- 
eration through confession of their sins and then quickly took an oath, 
the ravers claimed to find liberation through little more than dancing 
with others. Instead of wanting to take an oath or subscribe to a new 
set of tenets, ravers felt an urge only to accept themselves and one 
another unconditionally. In contrast to most other mass spectacles, 
sexually aggressive or predatory behavior was minimized, not ampli- 
fied. In fact, more young women attended raves than young men. 
“It’s not a pickup scene, like at a club,” one San Franciscan girl 
explained to me. “You're just free to dance and feel the group en- 
ergy.” 

The other distinguishing feature of the rave was that in spite of its 
intense group dynamic, individual thinking and behavior were not 


intentionally impaired. Dancers tended to move freely about the 
crowd, dispensing with the convention of partners or standard mo- 
tions. Since there was no real performer—only a DJ— there was no 
stage to face, which lent an amorphous character to the entire event. 
Raves allowed for group cohesion and at the same time permitted 
individuals to relate to the phenomenon as they chose. The gather- 
ings were exercises in tolerance and coordination and, according to 
their organizers, miniature models of civilization. 

Unfortunately, not even raves could resist the forces of the market. 
By removing themselves from the commercial club and stadium en- 
vironment, rave promoters unintentionally created an alternative, un- 
derground economy. Rampant drug dealing also contributed to an 
eventual stand-off with law enforcement and community leaders. The 
British government passed a law called the Criminal Justice Act, 
which made public gatherings illegal and forced these parties into 
commercial, established venues. 

It was a recipe for disaster. Commercial bars, which depend on 
liquor sales to turn a profit, had no way of generating income from 
young people who used Ecstasy and herbs to get their highs. Since 
people on Ecstasy tend to dehydrate, unscrupulous barkeeps began 
the practice of turning off bathroom faucets and charging exorbitant 
rates for bottled water. After a few well-publicized “Ecstasy-related” 
dehydration fatalities, the rave movement was effectively squashed. 

In the States, the rave spectacle slowly gave way to hero worship 
and the star system as promoters and record labels looked for ways to 
make money by establishing brand recognition. DJ’s took center 
stage, and a new category called “electronica” was born. Massive pro- 
motional efforts behind performances by supergroups like Prodigy 
and The Chemical Brothers restored a traditional order to these for- 
merly free-form events. They also robbed what had been an essen- 
tially amateur movement of its unrehearsed vitality. 

Another effort at co-option, led by an ex-priest, attempted to com- 
mandeer the energy of the rave spectacle for religious conversion. 
The basic formula and aesthetic of the gatherings remained the same, 


but immediately following the “peak” of the party, the revelers were 
treated to spiritual lectures and hip, updated versions of Christian 
rituals. The proliferation of these “rave masses” made many young 
people suspicious of raves altogether, and the original movement de- 
teriorated further. 

Like a corporate sponsor attempting to exploit the joy of a spon- 
taneous wave at a Jets game, the people hoping to capitalize on the 
rave for commercial and spiritual purposes simply sucked the life out 
of it. Perhaps that’s the only fate possible for a spontaneously occur- 
ring group event once it is discovered by those who hope to make 
use of its coercive potential. Unfortunately, influence professionals 
are getting better at recognizing such opportunities all the time. 

I don’t mean to imply that every spectacle is necessarily coercive 
in its intent or its effect. But spectacles do function to suspend ra- 
tional processes in favor of emotional ones. The intellect is neutral- 
ized, along with its ability to protect us from hateful or illogical 
thetoric. We are made vulnerable. Maybe our only choice is to un- 
derstand the intentions of a spectacle’s organizers before we attend. 

Like dreams, spiritual explorations, or even lovemaking, spectacle 
can offer us rare access to the subconscious as well as the mythic 
sides of our individual and collective experience, But it grants this 
same access to whoever might be hoping to engineer our sentiments 
toward his own ends. Revel at your own risk. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


The truth never hurts you, unless the truth hurts, and 


then you don’t use it. 
—Howard Rubensiein 


The scandal had made the headlines by the time Howard Rub- 
enstein got the call from Kathie Lee Gifford’s attorneys. 

“Everyone had seen the story break,” Rubenstein explained to me 
from his office overlooking midtown Manhattan. “It got tremendous 
play. They had portrayed her as a knowing participant in sweatshop 
manufacturing for clothing, and it was awful.” 

In April 1996, the Daily News, New York Post, and just about every 
other newspaper in town reported that clothing being sold nationally 
under Kathie Lee’s name had actually been made by people working 
under atrocious conditions in Honduras. America’s sweetheart turned 
out to be a character straight out of the pages of Upton Sinclair. 
Worse, as far as Rubenstein was concerned, a labor union that had 
long been looking for a media hook to publicize its underreported 
cause had finally found one in the famous television star. “They had 
what they thought was a pigeon.” And without Rubenstein to guide 
her, Kathie Lee was fluttering out of control. 

“She went on the air, and she attacked the critics. She attacked 
the union that was in back of it. She was stunned very badly and 
lashed out at her critics.” That’s when Kathie Lee and her lawyers 


called for help. 


Howard Rubenstein, founder of Rubenstein and Associates Public 
Relations, is a man to have on your side in a crisis. He'll make you 
apologize, he'll make you work, and hell make you pay for your 
mistakes — but you'll end up smelling like roses. 

In Kathie Lee’s case, Rubenstein used his time-tested technique of 
putting the embattled client on the offensive. In terms of storytelling 
his job was to change her from a villainous antagonist into an ace 
protagonist. He knew that this fiasco would probably associate Kathie 
Lee with sweatshops for the rest of her life. So why not turn this 
situation to her advantage? What Jerry Lewis is to muscular dystrophy 
Kathie Lee would be to sweatshops. me 

k first go I wanted to know was if it was true,” Rubenstein 
says. She was adamant in saying she didn’t k i i sai 
‘You have a clear path on re vel Heo ae - ” i a ne 

z : you have to lead the 
fight against sweatshops. And be serious about it. ” 

Within hours, Rubenstein was on the phone with the angry union 
offering them something they wanted even more than a pigeon: : 
celebrity-fronted publicity campaign. With Kathie Lee’s face afd 
Rubenstein’s contacts, it was easy. . l 

We made several moves,” Rubenstein told me. “We had dinner 
with [Labor] Secretary [Robert] Reich, and came to an understanding 
of her position. We met with the governor of New York State George 
Pataki, and also said we'd help him in getting through ahisweathor 
legislation, which happened. I called Cardinal O’Connor and asked 
if he would help, and he said ‘Absolutely.’ ” | 

By the time Rubenstein had finished working the phones, Kathie 
Lee Gifford was standing next to Bill Clinton in the White House 
Rose Garden, unveiling a program to help manufacturers certify that 
their garments had not been produced in sweatshops. Eventually, the 
Smithsonian Institute included Kathie Lee in its display on sweat 
shops as a leader in the fight against them. The original story — Kathie 
Lee revealed as an exploiter—had been spun into a different narrative 
entirely. The villain became the ingenue, as Kathie Lee—a symbol 
of American naiveté—learned the hard lesson that the Third World 
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is a dark and dangerous place for its oft-victimized inhabitants. Drawn 
into battle, she would adopt their plight as her own and forever carry 
the torch of freedom and dignity for these oppressed people. 

“Tt started with her inaccurately being portrayed as the sponsor of 
sweatshop clothing, and at the end of the line being praised as leading 
the fight against them... . What I tried to do was first tell the story 
that she was not a bad person and that she did not encourage sweat- 
shops. The second thing, we tried to galvanize government and the 
private sector to a real fight against sweatshops. We took charge of 
the story.” 

Howard Rubenstein is not a devious man. Quite to the contrary, 
the sixty-something Harvard Law dropout (“I got bored”) prides him- 
self on the integrity of his campaigns, as evidenced by the fact that 
journalists rarely feel the need to double-check the assertions he 
makes in press releases. Although he is famous for taking on “crisis” 
clients like Marv Albert and George Michael, he spends most of his 
time managing the long-term images of corporate icons such as Ru- 
pert Murdoch and George Steinbrenner. He has become the most 
respected public-relations man in the business not because he knows 
how to fool the public into believing lies but because he understands 
how to use the media to change the truth. 

Rubenstein has survived in a fast-changing business because his 
storytelling strategy is always based in reality. “I try to find out what 
happened, I try to get somebody to say ‘I did wrong—here are the 
reasons | did,’ maybe, and ‘I shouldn’t have done it, and I apologize 
to you, now.’ And then I try to correct the thing that has been 
wronged. Visibly correct the error.” 

Like the many public-relations specialists who preceded him, Rub- 
enstein crafts his campaigns to fit the requirements of his audience. 
For today’s sophisticated television public, this means admitting one’s 
mistakes and then taking charge of the story by leading the media in 
its quest for retribution. Even though Kathie Lee had indirectly vio- 
lated our sense of morality, she seemed to more than make up for it 


with her highly visible campaign to end improper labor practices 
around the world. 

Rubenstein admits to focusing on visibility. When the Department 
of Labor busted a sweatshop manufacturing clothes for Kathie Lee 
in midtown Manhattan, Rubenstein made sure her husband, Frank 
Gifford, was photographed by a multitude of journalists as he handed 
envelopes of cash to the confused laborers as compensation. For Rub- 
enstein’s clients, such photo-ops are always backed by a genuine com- 
mitment to help solve the problem with which they have become 
associated. As far as the clients are concerned, this may or may not 
be because they wish to do the right thing. More often than not it’s 
because paying lip service to an issue is no longer sufficient to restore 
one’s public image in a crisis. 

At the core of Rubenstein’s strategy is a technique that public- 
relations artists have been using for centuries: figuring out what the 
target audience believes, finding the inconsistencies in those beliefs, 
and then leveraging those inconsistencies into a new story. For Rub- 
enstein, the new story will always more accurately depict the reality 
of the situation. He feels he is correcting public misperception, and 
he knows he wouldn't get away with a fallacious cover story for very 
long. In the age of the Internet and twenty-four-hour news, Ruben- 
stein’s style of follow-through is costly and time-consuming, but man- 
datory for getting the job done. It wasn’t always this way. 

For many of Rubenstein’s predecessors, the new and improved 
stories created for the target audience bore no more relationship to 
the truth than the story the public already believed. Still, the essential 
methodology involved — pacing the audience in order to gain control 
of the narrative, and then rewriting the story to lead the audience to 
a new conclusion—remains the same. 

Like salesmen, public-relations specialists seek to mirror the con- 
scious and unconscious concerns of their targets in order to change 
their perception of reality. Just as a car dealer sizes up his walk-in 
clientele, researchers working for governments, public-relations firms, 
and corporations expend a great deal of effort sizing up their constit- 
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uencies on a regular basis. Once they understand our wae oe 
and, more important, where the irrationality and emotiona ee 
lie in those beliefs, they can work to move us in a different a 
“Closing the sale” in these cases might mean gaining p ae 
for a war, changing an industry’s reputation as a polluter, or simply 
restoring voters’ trust in a president who has lied to them. — 
Instead of focusing on one prospect at a time, however, the 

man must work on a target that consists of thousands or even een 
of people. In order to pace and lead such a large group, the practi 
tioners of mass communications must reduce their entire target por 
ulation to a single, malleable mass — much in the way the sage 
of spectacle aspire to transform a stadium filled with thousands o 
individual, thinking adults into a single, surging body. 


Alien Nations 


Mass communications find their historical foundations in centu- 
ries of imperialist cultural coercion. Funded mostly by ae Suen 
ments, well-meaning (and a few not-so-well-meaning) aurnropologls s 
developed methods for analysis and redirection while studying a 
itive” peoples from foreign cultures. Whether or not al Nia awa 
of their sponsors’ intentions, these anthropologists laid the groun 
work for subsequent military invasions. E 

The early Christian missions of the fifteenth and sixteenth a u- 
ries, for example, served as the first outposts for the European roops 
that would eventually invade South America. These e a 
not generally sponsored by the church but by the monarchy. 2 
result, the visiting missionary served the dual role of Pa 
intelligence gatherer. Ultimately, both functions simply prepared th 
target population to be taken by force. ee eer a 

The procedure for cultural domination invariably fo ee , 
same three steps used by public-relations specialists today: First, oo 
the dominant myths of the target people and, in the process, gan 
their trust; second, find the gaps or superstitions in their beliefs; and 


won? Sst Teptace the superstitions or augment them with facts that 
redirect the target group’s perceptions and allegiance. 
Christian missionaries to the New World first studied the in 
nous people in order to appraise their p 
to gain their trust. They observed loc 
beliefs associated with e 


dige- 
antheistic belief system and 
al rituals to learn about particular 
ach god. Then they converted people by as- 
sociating local gods with the closest corresponding Catholi 
deities. The native god for animals, the people were taught, is really 
just Saint Francis. The drinking of chicken’s blood is really just a 
version of the communion. And so on, until a local, hybridized ver- 
sion of Christianity evolved, 
In the 1500s, Franciscan brothers studied the language and reli- 
gion of the people of Tenochtitlán before choosing to build the hill- 
top basilica of the Virgin of Guadalupe on the site of an Aztec temple 
dedicated to the earth goddess Tonatzin. In its new incarnation, the 
mountaintop church became an homage to Mary, who is pictured 
stepping on the stars and moon, the symbols of her pagan predecessor, 
She overlooks what is now called Mexico City. Just as Mort Spivas 
used the old woman’s revelation about her husband’s irrational self- 
deprivation to sell her a bed, the missionaries used their target au- 
diences’ devotion to local gods to sell them the saints. 
This is the two-millennium-old process by which Christianity ab- 
sorbed the rituals and beliefs of the peoples it converted. The Christ- 
mas tree began as part of a solstice ritual practiced by Germans to 


light the darkest night of the year. Smart missionaries of the 
realized that this ritual had devel 


of the darkness of winter. 


c saints or 


time 
oped in connection to people’s fear 
The tannenbaum exposed the Germans’ 
deepest fear—and the missionaries understood that it thus repre- 
sented the most fertile ground for conversion. By identifying the tree 
with the holy cross and the birth of Christ, the Christians augmented 
the pagan ritual and redirected its sense of hope toward their own 
messiah. 

Although business interests eventually rep] 


aced the church as the 
dominant force behind imperi 


alist expansion, the techniques of pop- 
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ulation analysis and coercion — pacing and leading ihe ules i 
ience— remained the same. The British Eas eee 
example, was formed in 1600 and given a eae phd a, 
the British monarchy for trade in the East Indies and, la et, - 
In a series of well-funded wars spanning centuries, the ee T 
a private army to effectively annex India for the es A we ; 
and Queen Victoria eventually became empress of ine ia is > 
Instead of using pure military might, the imperialists eae 
searched tensions between the Indian Moghul ee ae k? 
constituencies. After successfully breaking down Moghul rule, 
smaller factions were easily conquered. te is sale 
What remains a little less known about these efforts is 7 : . 
involved active intelligence-gathering and ee ee sa 
niques. After learning of the Indian people pas oF a a i 
the British built a tremendous train station in Bombay re ae 
the new empress, Victoria Terminus, with vaulted a i - ae 
and other construction techniques that demionsware, 5 oe 
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were contested by the Japanese in World War I. 


oo) am ropological data used in war? For one, it offered 
insights into winning local support for the establishment of military 
bases and for convincing townspeople to inform on neighbors who 
might be working for the enemy. During the Vietnam war, the 
United States printed comic books and other propaganda that dis- 
played a sensitivity for native customs, while they attempted to sway 
native loyalty. 

In military decision making, it was also crucial to have a handle 
on the local or national psyche. For example, although Franklin Roo- 
sevelt had considered assassinating the emperor of Japan to force the 
nation’s surrender, his advisors learned through anthropological re- 
search that such a move would surely backfire. With no emperor, 
there would be no one with the authority to surrender. Moreover, the 
attack on the emperor would so infuriate the people that they would 
likely fight until the last man was standing. Only a tremendous hu- 

miliation—such as that endured at Hiroshima — was deemed suffi- 
cient to force the Japanese emperor to admit defeat. 

After World War II, Air Force Brigadier General Edward G. Lans- 
dale emerged as the preeminent “counterinsurgency” strategist for the 
CIA. Over a period of three decades, he developed a wide range of 
intelligence and propaganda theories that were employed and refined 
in the field.! For example, in the 1950s, as part of his counterinsur- 
gency campaign against the Huk rebels of the Philippines, Lansdale 
conducted research into local superstitions. He learned that the Huk 
battleground was believed to be inhabited by an asuang, or vampire 
figure. To capitalize on this mythology, his “psywar” units would fol- 
low Huk patrols and then quietly ambush the last man on the trail. 
They would kill the soldier by means of two punctures on the neck, 
drain him of his blood, and then leave him to be found the next 
morning. On encountering the victim, the Huks in the area would 
retreat for fear of further vampire attacks. 

By the 1980s, such psywar techniques had been catalogued by the 
CIA in a volume called Counter Intelligence Study Manual,? which 
was used mainly in Central American conflicts. The psyops book 
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og aganst the “American people, they needed to cloak 
their assault in a seemingly benign manifestation: the focus group. 
About ten “average” members of a target population are brought into 
a room and asked to discuss an issue while a team of researchers, 
clients, and a camera record their responses from behind a one-way 
mirror. A researcher stays in the room with the subjects, asking them 
questions and pushing them in new directions. The focus group offers 
a laboratory in which interactions and discussions between real hu- 
man beings are dissected and analyzed for their inconsistencies and 
leverage points. 

Bob Deutsch, an anthropologist who worked for the Department 
of Defense before offering his services to the private sector, has con- 
ducted at least a thousand focus groups during his career. He is well 
known in the advertising and public-relations industries for his ability 
to extract material from his subjects that no one else seems to be able 
to get. His secret, as he tells it, is to let the subjects speak freely until 
they stumble on their own faulty logic. 

I first encountered Deutsch when he was giving a lecture to ad- 
vertising researchers on how to lead and analyze focus groups. He 
showed a videotape of himself on ABC’s Nightline, in which he led 
focus groups revealing Americans’ irrational beliefs about Japan. “You 
want to uncover in your audience what I call a ‘spasm of sentiment,’ ” 
he explained. “It’s their illogic—their emotional logic.” He told us 
how in focus groups with average American citizens, he learned that 
most people still associate the Japanese with Pearl Harbor: “People 
say, for example, ‘Japan took our lives in 1941, and they took our 
livelihoods in 1991.’” Because Japan disrupted America’s self. 
mythology of being invincible, the nation would never be forgiven 
in the irrational American sentiment. 

A few months later, I found myself consulting to the same adver- 
tising agency as Deutsch —and, although I was initially wary of his 
self-consciously gurulike manner, I came to realize the brilliance of 
his work, as well the innocent sense of inquiry with which he per- 
forms it. To prepare me for a study on cult branding, the agency let 


me review videotapes of focus groups Deutsch had a o 
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ecdote as an example: “I volunteered at the al-Addan hospital. . . . I 
saw the Iraqi soldiers come into the hospital with guns, and go into 
the room where fifteen babies were in incubators. They took the 
babies out of the incubators, took the incubators, and left the babies 
on the cold floor to die.” 

Does that story sound familiar? It was offered as testimony to the 
House Human Rights Caucus by a fifteen-year-old Kuwaiti girl, first 
known only as Nayirah. Presented in late 1990, the story helped the 
United States muster domestic support for its entrance into the Gulf 
War. The incubator tale made the headlines and evening-news shows 
across the nation. The never-photographed image of Kuwaiti babies 
being hauled from their incubators has stayed with us to this day. 

Less known, of course, is that the anonymous fifteen-year-old Ku- 
waiti girl presenting the American people with this arresting image 
was the daughter of Sheikh Saud Nasir al-Sabah, Kuwait’s ambassador 
to the United States. The girl’s story, which has subsequently proven 
impossible to corroborate, was prepared by a public-relations firm 

called Hill & Knowlton as part of an $11 million campaign financed 
by the Kuwaiti government.’ (Though the firm has since apologized 
for and distanced itself from the campaign, it still demonstrates their 
mastery of the coercive story.) 

What better image to select for the American public than babies 
being ripped from their incubators? In the early 1990s, abortion was 
even more of a hot-button issue than it is today. Further, television 
news surveys have shown that the abuse or death of first-world babies 
is the most compelling story one can broadcast. If the fifteen-year-old 
had told us that babies had been taken from their homes, they still 
might have seemed foreign to the American public. Kuwait is an Arab 
country whose customs are unknown to us. We might have imagined 
the babies living in primitive stone huts or tents. By depicting them 
in incubators, Hill & Knowlton made the babies seem not only more 
helpless but more like members of the technologically advanced 
West. The image also resonated with an American public who feared 
that its own technological superiority—largely a product of a free- 
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Once we were fully engaged in the Gulf War, the Bush adminis- 


tra i s 7 ane 
ation adopted slogans and symbols designed to stifle reasoned de 


bate. As if following the CIA manual’s suggestions for smoothin 
dissonance with easy slogans, Bush’s public-relations people nae 
meaningless mottoes specifically crafted to replace thought with a 
Bon; The response to any question about the appropriateness of ou 
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but that’s not the point. As Noam Chomsky againd, Pao 


Support our troops. Who can be against that? Or yellow ribbo 
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mation about how his own work might be applied by snore a 
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do public relations, I’m not that smart.” Perhaps no ae. aie 


Hill & Knowlton’s efforts at promoting the Gulf War worked in 


the short run but ultimately served only to confuse Americans when 
George Bush refused to “finish” the war and kill Saddam Hussein. 
When the press revealed Nariyah to be an ambassador’s daughter and 
the majority of domestic coverage as having been spun by Hill & 
Knowlton, America’s relationship to the Gulf War and its propaganda 
abruptly changed. The public-relations firm’s reputation was irrepa- 
rably compromised. 

Stung by the bitter lessons of tinkering with a public’s mythologies, 
public-relations experts have found a new cloak for their emotional 
arguments: facts and figures. By appearing to remove themselves from 
the influence equation, they create the illusion that they are simply 
telling us how it is. In this way, they can make the irrational seem 


rational. 


Figuring in the Facts 


Although America was founded on the principle that public opin- 
ion should dictate public policy, the polling of citizens’ responses to 
proposed policies has become a way of manipulating rather than act- 
ing on the collective will. 

Beginning in the late 1930s, several companies dedicated to mon- 
itoring public opinion were formed in America, bringing about a kind 
of merger of the fields of psychology, business, and politics. Since 
then, these companies have provided research to political candidates, 
corporations, and special interests. Although they appear to be con- 
ducting research and analysis of our opinions in order to shape pol- 
icies according to our beliefs, the true policies and economic goals 
of these interests remain unchanged by what they learn about us. The 
results of these studies merely serve to alter the way corporate or 
government policy is packaged. 

For example, most corporations understand by now that Americans 
are concerned about their environment. While chemical and waste- 
management industries would like to see legislation allowing them 
to dump toxic materials with fewer costly regulations, it is not in their 


interest to disclose this desire to a public that, when polled, clearly 
opposes such practices. By renaming their trade and lobby groups, or 
creating CIA-style “front organizations,” environmentally unfriendly 
industries take the first step to changing public perception. 

The sewage industry’s main public-relations organization, for one, 
formerly called Federation of Sewage Works Associations, went 
through several “greenings” of its name until it emerged in 1960 as 
the Water Pollution Control Federation. ‘Today, it is called the Water 
Environment Federation. 

Likewise, when public-relations firms realize that we are absolutely 
opposed to their clients’ policies, they simply rename the policies to 
reflect the opposite intention or effect. Dozens of Clean Water acts 
sent to voters in referendums around the United States in the 1990s 
were actually sponsored by chemical companies and industries look- 
ing to loosen the regulations on their toxic-waste dumping and land 
use, 

The book Toxic Sludge Is Good for You!, by public-relations watch- 
dogs John Stauber and Sheldon Rampton, chronicles the process by 
which the Water Environment Federation worked to quell growing 
criticism about its practice of spreading potentially toxic sludge on 
farmland.’ ‘The Federation conducted a contest among its members 
to come up with a friendlier name for sludge. In 1991, the Federa- 
tion’s “Name Change Task Force” adopted the term “biosolids,” 
which it defines as the “nutrient-rich organic byproduct of the na- 
tion’s wastewater treatment process.” This wordplay paved the way for 
a revision of the standards by which sludge could be applied to farm- 
lands. What had been known previously as toxic sludge and deemed 
too dangerous to be disposed of even in a regulated sanitary landfill 
could now be dumped freely on farmland, without a whimper of 
public outcry. Deceptive renaming is not limited to environmental 
referendums. The infamous California Civil Rights Initiative was a 
proposition designed to end affirmative action and special programs 
for recruiting women and minorities in that state. 

Policymakers and their public-relations firms also use polling and 
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by the pharmaceutical and insurance industries, E T T 
this kind of campaign. Borrowing a technique from t . : i n 
on guerilla warfare, the firms fighting the bill nou spo a a 
who normally would be considered the chief ee a be 
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to health reform. 


Members of Congress are not the only people subjected to slanted 
presentations of public opinion. Many of the polls we read about in 
the daily papers are sponsored by special interests with the express 
purpose of leading, not reflecting, public opinion. Just like spectacles, 
opinion polls work to stimulate a crowd mentality. When we learn 
what other people are thinking —or are led to believe what other 
people are thinking—we tend to follow along. 

Pollsters have a vested interest in generating survey results that 
support the people who pay them. While most reputable polling or- 
ganizations do not fabricate results, they have instead developed so- 
phisticated methods of gathering information so that they don’t have 
to. Ifa survey doesn’t come out quite the way they wanted it to, they'll 
adjust their questions slightly and take another poll. Once they’ve got 
the answers they want, they send 
for dissemination. 

When the United States ‘Treasury considered eliminating the 
penny from the monetary system in the 1970s, for example, a poll 
mysteriously showed up in local newspapers across the country an- 
nouncing that Americans wanted to keep the penny. Of course, the 
Gallup survey showing sixty-two percent of respondents in favor of 
the penny was sponsored by the zinc industry, and then distributed 
as a press release to papers looking for quirky, human-interest sto- 
ries — especially those backed by “hard” research th 
as news. 


the results to a public-relations firm 


at can masquerade 


Further aiding the pollsters and their clients, newspapers often 
allow survey results to shape their perspective on a story. Confronted 
with a press release announcing popular support for the penny, no 
papers wrote headlines denouncing the fact that their own readers 
were clinging to inefficient and costly coinage. Most didn’t even re- 
port how the same poll revealed that, without even being informed 
of the penny’s expensive legacy, more than one-third of Americans 
were already willing to get rid of it for good. Instead, 
the influence techniques of the 
be our first line of defense ag 
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pollster, the people who are paid to 
ainst misinformation wrote heartwarm- 
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me tess leading “should the president have the Line Item Veto, or 
not?” only fifty-seven percent of the respondents said yes. The ins 
guage of the original survey gave the subject a reason to respond 
favorably to the question. i 

No matter how aware we think we are of these tactics, most of us 
trust polls more than we do any other source of information Accord- 
ing to Professor Benjamin Ginsberg of Cornell, when Bolling data 
conflicts with other news sources, we tend to question the credibility 
of the other sources. A good poll is worth more than an eyewitness 
account. 

Most destructively, polls change the ways we think about our own 
considered opinions. When news agencies conduct polls during and 
immediately after important speeches and debates, they are ohh 
suggesting to us that we should be capable of forming opinions that 
quickly. In many polls, “undecided” is nota possible response Often 
pollsters for political candidates are told to pressure undecided os 
spondents to say how they lean. We are supposed to have opinions 
about everything all the time. 

Ultimately, public opinion becomes more malleable. Instead of 
taking the time to make reasoned responses based on the issues, we 
are encouraged to make snap decisions on an emotional level Who 
won the debate is certainly less important than who, based eats or 
her policies and capabilities, we think is a better candidate for office. 
As so many people in and out of the media have complained, inces- 
sant polling reduces the election process to a horse race Worse it 
pulls our attention away from the issues underlying Sar deci ot 

and trains us to make choices based on no real information at all. 
ction opel a 
stantive content all work because we 
have been conditioned to believe our instinctual reactions are what 
matter most, l 

Often, only weeks or months after a poll is taken does anythin 
close to what we can call genuine “public opinion” emerge. Denne 
the Clarence Thomas confirmation hearings, for instance, polls in- 


dicated that the American public thought Anita Hill was lying about 
her allegations against the judge. Senator Arlen Specter and others 
trusted these results enough to berate her during her testimony and 
to remark to the press that they thought she was lying. A year later, 
polls indicated that most Americans thought she was telling the truth 
all along. And the senators who had based their conduct during the 
hearings on misleading surveys were left to face their own withering 
poll results. 

Although the public tends to trust polls of its own opinions more 
than the opinions of the pundits, firms that simply cannot find polling 
data to support their claims sometimes do better to buy their facts 
from respected institutions. In a controversial move, the American 
Medical Association, in dire need of funds for its antismoking cam- 
paigns, sold Sunbeam Corporation the exclusive right to put the AMA 
seal on its medical equipment in 1997. With the AMA anticipating 
royalties in the millions of dollars, their endorsement marks a depar- 
ture from their long-standing refusal to lend its name to specific prod- 
ucts. Similarly, the American Cancer Society accepts an annual fee 
of a million dollars from the Florida Orange Growers Association for 
its exclusive certification of orange juice. When questioned by Time 
magazine about the controversial endorsement, a Cancer Society 
spokesman explained that the exclusive certification was meant to 
serve only as “an example of the kinds of foods [found] in a healthy 
diet.”? While both Sunbeam and the Florida Orange Growers Asso- 
ciation might truly offer healthy products, their ability to garner the 
exclusive official support of these respected organizations has more 
to do with boosting sales than with medical reality. 

Corporations also pay respected institutions to underwrite research 
claims about their products. “Oat bran reduces cholesterol levels” is 
such an accepted fact that Quaker Oats has earned the right to pub- 
licize it on oatmeal boxes. It should come as little surprise that much 
of the research “proving” the benefits of oat consumption has been 
sponsored by Quaker Oats. Still, the names on these studies — paid 
for with research dollars—were enough to lend Quaker Oats’s press 
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releases the credibility it needed: “Landmark Study Published in Jour- 
nal of the American Medical Association Confirms Cholesterol Re- 
duction Benefit of Oat Products in Diet.” Or, as USA Today 
translated it: “Oat Bran Does Cut Cholesterol.” 

Today, even schools are looking for support from corporations, in 
spite of the sponsors’ often dubious agendas. Television is piped iio 
the classroom, complete with commercials for sport shoes and other 
products. The energy, chemical, and pharmaceutical industries do- 
nate “curriculums” to public schools desperate for materials. These 
free textbooks and lesson plans invariably take the form of thinly 
veiled public-relations efforts. As concerned parents and teachers suc- 
cessfully deconstruct these corporate schemes, industry publications 

suggest more sophisticated methods of camouflage. Editors at Plasties 
News warned their industry in 1995 that when a company chooses to 
develop an education package, management should “read it with a 
critical eye, exactly the way your competition, cynical parents, and 
some teachers will study it. If you don’t and your program ends up | 
as an example of naked corporate promotionalism on the 6 o'clock / 
news, then your effort will have caused more damage than it sought 
to correct.’ 
As today’s public-relations experts understand, the preponderance 
of investigative journalism, as well as the emergence of interactive 
media on the Internet, has made it hard to base a campaign on 


FEA h 7 r BF? 7 7 / 
ee that aren? true or on motives that arent earnest. Just as f 
misleading polls work 7 until a ne i ni 
pas i polls work only until a genuine public OpINION coalesces, / 
untounded screntitic claims st 7 NSI ; / 
fe claims stand only until our insight, or the evi- 


dene s, refutes them. Good information has a way of Hoating to the 
surface, sooner or Later. 


The Truth Wins Out 


My first ever public-relations consultation involved just such a fu- 
tile effort to fight the facts. I had been hired to give a talk at a con- 
ference in Europe, where major corporations hoped to learn about 


were after. 

A young woman in a business suit spoke first. 
“As you may know, we are currently in contract negotiations with 
f our pilots.” 

T explained to her and the seven other executives that {I didnt. She 
f went on. 
“As a point of leverage,” she said in oddly constructed English, 
“the pilots are threatening to use the World Wide Web.” 
“Can you tell us what that is?” a thick-accented older man asked. 
I proceeded to explain what the Internet and the Web are. As I 


spoke, the young woman translated what I was saying for the non- 


English speakers. 1 slowe 
each sentence. 
“You may speak naturally,” she 
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the effect of new media on their businesses. It was early in my speak- 
ing career, and I was so shocked when I saw the price of the first- 
class ticket they'd sent me that I decided to cash it in and fly coach. 

After my talk, I was approached by a stern, middle-aged European 
man. He handed me his card: He was a vice president of the airline 
on which I had flown. I was sure I had been discovered and began 
to apologize profusely for greedily exchanging my ticket for cash. He 
stopped me, saying that he had no idea what | was talking about. He 
wanted to know if I could stay over in Europe just one more day, to 
do a brief consultation for his airline, which was on the brink of an 
“Internet crisis.” He would be happy to pay me for my trouble and 
upgrade my return ticket to business class—“a nonrefundable up- 


grade,” he added. 


He wouldn't give me any details about the consultation, so I spent 


the night brushing up on my “new media will revolutionize the 
world” sound bites. The next morning I reported, as instructed, to a 
conference room at the airport hotel. 1 was promptly handed a three- 
page nondisclosure agreement, which I signed before anyone said a 
word. This job was beginning to feel spooky. I got the sense that my 
optimistic platitudes about Internet culture were not what these folks 


d down to give her time to translate after 


said. Amazingly, she could translate 


releases the credibility it needed: “Landmark Study Published in Jour- 
nal of the American Medical Association Confirms Cholesterol Re- 
duction Benefit of Oat Products in Diet.” Or, as USA Today 
translated it: “Oat Bran Does Cut Cholesterol.” 

Today, even schools are looking for support from corporations, in 
spite of the sponsors’ often dubious agendas. Television is piped into 
the classroom, complete with commercials for sport shoes and other 
products. The energy, chemical, and pharmaceutical industries do- 
nate “curriculums” to public schools desperate for materials. These 
free textbooks and lesson plans invariably take the form of thinly 
veiled public-relations efforts. As concerned parents and teachers suc- 
cessfully deconstruct these corporate schemes, industry publications 
suggest more sophisticated methods of camouflage. Editors at Plastics 
News warned their industry in 1995 that when a company chooses to 
develop an education package, management should “read it with a 
critical eye, exactly the way your competition, cynical parents, and 
some teachers will study it. If you don’t, and your program ends up 
as an example of naked corporate promotionalism on the 6 o’clock 
news, then your effort will have caused more damage than it sought 
to correct.”8 

As today’s public-relations experts understand, the preponderance 
of investigative journalism, as well as the emergence of interactive 
media on the Internet, has made it hard to base a campaign on 
assertions that aren’t true or on motives that aren’t earnest. Just as 
misleading polls work only until a genuine public opinion coalesces, 
unfounded scientific claims stand only until our insight, or the evi- 
dence, refutes them. Good information has a way of floating to the 
surface, sooner or later. 


The Truth Wins Out 


My first ever public-relations consultation involved just such a fu- 
tile effort to fight the facts. I had been hired to give a talk at a con- 
ference in Europe, where major corporations hoped to learn about 


the effect of new media on their businesses. It was early in my speak- 
ing career, and I was so shocked when I saw the price of the first- 
class ticket they’d sent me that I decided to cash it in and fly coach. 
After my talk, I was approached by a stern, middle-aged European 
man. He handed me his card: He was a vice president of the airline 
on which I had flown. I was sure I had been discovered and began 
to apologize profusely for greedily exchanging my ticket for can ne 
stopped me, saying that he had no idea what I was talking about. He 
wanted to know if I could stay over in Europe just one more day, to 
do a brief consultation for his airline, which was on the brink of an 
“Internet crisis.” He would be happy to pay me for my trouble and 
upgrade my return ticket to business class—“a nonrefundable up- 
grade,” he added. . | 
He wouldn’t give me any details about the consultation, sO I spent 
the night brushing up on my “new media will revolutionize the 
world” sound bites. The next morning I reported, as instructed, to a 
conference room at the airport hotel. I was promptly handed a three- 
page nondisclosure agreement, which I signed before anyone said a 
word. This job was beginning to feel spooky. I got the sense that my 
optimistic platitudes about Internet culture were not what these folks 
were after. 
A young woman in a business suit spoke first. o P 
“As you may know, we are currently in contract negotiations with 
r pilots.” 
- ee to her and the seven other executives that I didn’t. She 
went on. = EOT 
“As a point of leverage,” she said in oddly constructec nglish, 
“the pilots are threatening to use the World Wide Web. 
“Can you tell us what that is?” a thick-accented older man sa 
I proceeded to explain what the Internet and the Web ate: As 
spoke, the young woman translated what I was saying for oe = 
English speakers. I slowed down to give her time to translate after 
each sentence. 
“You may speak naturally,” she said. Amazingly, she could translate 


in real time. I began to feel that I was more interested in hearing my 
own words being instantaneously converted into another language 
than the assembled suits were in listening to my diatribe about the 
tremendous promise of an interactive global mediaspace. When I was 
through, one of the non-English speakers nodded for the woman to 
say something. 

lhe pilots claim that t i 

nat through the ; ” she conti 
MEE the ug e World Wide Web,” she contin- 

, they can publish stories and statistics intended to scare our 
customers about flight safety.” 

I remained silent as all eyes turned toward me. 

“ 

We want to know, can they do this?” she asked. 

“ a » ah = akg 2 * z . 

Well,” I stumbled, “the Web is a publishing medium. It wouldn’t 
take much to put that kind of information, if they have it, onto a 
Web site.” 

ee 
. But how many people see this World Wide Web?” the vice pres- 
ident who invited me asked. 

“ce A » 4 N a = [Zi =i 4 i 
A lot,” I answered. “A couple of million, maybe.” This was back 
in the early nineties. “But that’s not the issue,” I continued. “Once 
its on the Web, that’s a big c story f i 
o the Web, that’s a big enough story for other media to cover. 

re TV news would definitely cover a story like that. More people 
would see it on TV in a single night than would ever find the Web 
site.” 

Pha aie olay . 

l'hey weren’t happy with my response. I looked down 

“Toot Hoaca . 3 7 ie DO : 

Isn’t there a way to use the Internet to stop them?” the young 
woman asked me. j 
Do r ae s better at spreading information than censoring it,” 

admitted. / ered i Vas gol ag 
; wondered if I was going to earn my free upgrade after 
all. 

ce 

Well, then,” anothe the business 
boat ee ene am her of the businessmen began, “how do you 
landle this sort of situation on your Internet?” 

ne 

hese things these pilots plan to say,” 

: ngs these pilots plan to say,” I posed gently, “are they 
true? 

No one said anything. 


“Maybe you better think about why your pilots feel so strongly 


about the way they are being treated that they'd be willing to wage 
such an attack.” 

“But can’t you tell us anything as a media consultant?” the vice 
president asked. “You seem to understand the way the Internet 
works.” 

“I would if I could,” I said, unsure if that were really true. “You 
might try to find the figures on other airlines and show that your 
airline isn’t any worse. But that wouldn’t make you any friends. Or 
you could anonymously post false accusations about your own airline 
that you later prove are incorrect, so that people assume the other 
charges are false, too. But that would probably backfire. You'd better 
just find out what it is the pilots want and give it to them.” 

As I flew back to New York, I wasn’t sure whether I should be 
happy that I was unable and unwilling to help a huge corporation 
thwart its workers’ efforts at media terrorism, or embarrassed that I 
took their money for doing nothing. Still, I didn’t think the old crisis 
pro himself, Howard Rubenstein, would have handled the situation 
much differently. 

“Tve advised a lot of clients to settle right away,” Rubenstein re- 
assured me after I recounted the airline incident. “We’ve had maybe 
twenty sexual-harassment cases. Big ones. And I ask the same ques- 
tions: Did you do it? What kind of policy does your organization 
have? Do you adhere to it? Do you educate people on it? And usually 
it’s no. And then they make all kinds of excuses. But if the women 
who are accusing these big companies went out to the Internet and 
searched for others, or used it to publicize? God help some of those 
companies! [Especially] if they had a pattern of abuse!” 

As Rubenstein is well aware, the Internet and cable television net- 
works have emerged as the media’s great equalizer. “Maybe twenty 
years ago the intensity of the media coverage was far less,” he says of 
his early days in PR. “In a few days the scandal would pass. They 
(the people or companies in trouble) usually went underground and 
didn’t say anything. ‘There were no worldwide networks . . . You didn’t 
get the pickup the way you do today. Today, your strategy has to 


understand that if you are in a prominent, difficult, or important 
situation, almost everyone in the world will have an opportunity to 
hear or see or read about it. And anything anyone says is questioned.” 

Rubenstein insists he never changed his fundamental Strategy of 
telling the painful truth and moving on: “I’ve always found that telling 
the truth, even if it harms you to some extent, even if it dents you, 
is the right thing to do.” But he has had to increase the sophistication 
with which he enacts his truth campaigns to match the sophistication 
of the modern, new-media audience. 

The Rubenstein technique has become such a prevalent defense 
in crises from political sex scandals to airplane crashes that today most 
of the public is more fascinated by the way these stories are spun 
than by the stories themselves. Movies like Wag the Dog, in which 
a film producer stages a war to distract the American public from a 
president’s sexual indiscretion, have turned the spin doctor’s art into 
entertainment. Like sports fans, we watch to see if the spin doctor 
can successfully reinvent his disgraced client. 

The Marv Albert sex scandal typified this extremely self-conscious 
reaction to spin control. After pleading guilty to unsolicited sexual 
biting, the sportscaster held a penitent press conference. Over the 
next week, he appeared on a wide range of television shows, each 
with a slightly different purpose. “Albert’s tour of Sweeps Week talk 
and morning shows was, in fact, a revealing cross-section of the state 
of TV talk, circa 1997,” noted the Buffalo News in just one of the 
many articles taking America’s awareness of spin tactics for granted.” 
Albert chose the obsequious Barbara Walters for his coming out (al- 
though co-anchor Hugh Downs, protesting the machinations of 
Marv’s spin, refused to appear on the show). Marv went on Larry 
King and David Letterman and finally worked his way up to the 
Today show with Katie Couric, who, by refusing to accept his pat 
answers, proved the most difficult of his interviewers. 

Such appearances matter to the shows that book them. Hugh 
Grant's post-arrest appearance with Jay Leno was responsible for push- 


ing the NBC talkshow host ahead of his rival, David Letterman. 
Marv Albert raised Larry King’s ratings 30 percent above normal. . 
But nowhere, except in the courtroom, did Albert admit his guilt. 
On TV he denied almost everything, and sought to diminish the 
incident’s significance. He did not make himself part of a new R 
he merely attempted to extricate himself from the story in male a K 
had already been cast. He sought to make up for his lack of A 
with a string of appearances, and it didn’t work. Newspapers com- 
plained that Albert hadn’t waited long enough to create the o 
of penitence. Others attacked Albert’s frequency and selection o He 
pearances. Even his hired gun, Howard Rubenstein, ape: to 
distance himself from the rehabilitation tour. When asked abaut Ak 
bert’s “volume” strategy, Rubenstein told the New York Times, He 
wanted to tell his story fully and quickly. He’s eyererpoo ne Wima 
for a week, then you won’t hear him talk about this again. Asked 
if he had counseled Albert to use this approach, Rubenstein simply 
ied, “No comment.” 
ee Albert had cast himself in a new story after all: the story 
of his own efforts at spin control. He created a story ues more n 
pelling than that of a sports announcer wearing women À cue 
biting his lover’s back—that of a sports announcer fighting ee sis 
this impression through spin control—and in a way created à e 
strategy for our PR-saturated times. Marv Albert, already ~- i ee 
dia personality than a real one, was attempting to oe bad = 
the strategy finally paid off. A year later, he earned himself an anchor 
a new sports show. A 
a ee Chntr employed a similar strategy ih his aan 
campaign to depict himself as a victim of Republican poupon 
and the diminished privacy that all Americans face today. It was a 
smart defense, as far as traditional public relations was conceme 1, 
exploiting a festering grand narrative about our own loss of a 
in a seemingly totalitarian age of new media. But however insig A 
Clinton and his advisors were about using television, they were utterly 


unprepared for the corrosive impact of the Internet on traditional 
spin-doctoring. 

Clinton’s presidency marked the high point and, arguably, the end 
of T'V’s dominance over the political process. Indeed, the moment 
that secured Bill Clinton’s first bid for the presidency against incum- 
bent George Bush was a perfectly executed TV talk-show maneuver. 
During the famous “Oprah-style” debate, a black woman from the 
audience questioned Bush about his personal relationship to the ex- 
periences of the impoverished. He didn’t understand the question. 

Clinton seized on the opportunity to demonstrate his comfort with 
real Americans and their chosen media forum. He spoke directly with 
the woman, sharing her pain and crossing so far into the audience 
that the TV cameras had to shoot him from behind. He broke the 
invisible “fourth wall” of the TV set and walked into our homes. By 
contrast, Bush nervously checked his wristwatch, as if wishing for the 
show to end. 

Similarly, Clinton’s media handiwork when reacting to scandal has 
always been aimed at the sensibility of the television audience. His 
60 Minutes appearance with wife, Hillary, for example, in which he 
took charge of the explosive tabloid story about his affair with Gen- 
nifer Flowers, returned him to the active protagonist’s role in a nar- 

rative that could have otherwise unraveled his campaign. According 
to Bob Deutsch, it was this commanding appearance alone that set 
Clinton apart from the pack of contenders for the Democratic nom- 
ination. The strategy was so successful, in fact, that it became the 
default spin procedure for sex offenders from Michael Jackson to 
Frank Gifford: Go on TV with your better half. 

But Clinton’s campaigns both before and during his presidency 
were specifically pre-Internet in design and character. While Ross 
Perot campaigned for “teledemocracy” and “virtual town halls,” Clin- 
ton played the sax on late-night TV, jogged for the camera, and 
swapped press secretaries based on their telegenics. His interactive- 
media policies, on the other hand, were characterized by embargoes 
on encryption technology, the V-chip, and federal “back doors” on 


camera erg 


privacy programs. Clearly, he thought of the Internet and its culture 
as something that could be contained. . . 
Neither Clinton nor his once cooperative cohorts in the main- 
stream entertainment industry’s “news” magazines had any inkling 
that the Internet would upstage their own coverage and ultimately 
thwart their ability to regulate what news content was fit to print. 
Matt Drudge’s Web scandal sheet broke the Monica Lewinsky story 
while editors at Time and Newsweek were sorting out the ramifications 
of revealing the presidents escapades. (Just a few weeks earlier, ie 
ton had graced Time magazine’s star-studded Seventy-fifth wae 
sary Gala in New York, garnering the glossy some RP 
prestige and TV exposure. How dare they bite the hand that fed 
hem? 
Fe E sordid details surfaced, only the Drudge Report, Salon, 
and other Web sites saw fit to publish them —that is, until Gingrich 
and the Republicans released the entire Starr report, also on the In- 
ternet. The text itself, depicting the graphic realities of this perverse 
presidential performance, would have been outlawed by the 
administration-supported Computer Decency Act, and may never 
have worked its way onto television uncensored were it not for the 
Internet leading the way. . l 
Throughout these revelations, Clinton sought to stave off an 
by tinkering with public perception rather than following the Ru 7 
enstein credo of apologizing completely, visibly correcting the error, 
and then moving on. Using a tactic that seemed to work so effectively 
for so long, Clinton simply prevented the story ok his own Sone 
from gaining momentum. After a single denial (“I did not have sex 
with that woman, Monica Lewinsky”), he refused all comment on 
the allegations, preventing a media chess game from taking piace a 
depriving the many news shows covering the scandal of food for anal- 
ysis. It was the antinarrative technique. . . l 
Meanwhile, television helped to humanize Clinton as it always 
had. When Congress released the tape of Clinton’s Grand Jury tes- 
timony, media pundits incorrectly predicted that the broadcast would 


Pst 
on our access to information. More perilous, they have ignored the“ 
way the Internet encourages us to think for ourselves. New media 
undermines our naive acceptance of the television image, diminishes | 
our dependence on stories and pat answers, and leads us to value raw | 
: data over expert opinions and their skewed interpretations. . 

| Good public-relations specialists have voluntarily abandoned their 

| most coercive styles in this environment, opting to work as best they l 
can with the truth as it exists or as it can be altered. Advertising 
agencies, on the other hand, whose work hasn’t had anything to do 
with real-world facts for half a century, have proved much more eager 
to retool their techniques for the interactive age and its interactive 


destroy what was left of the president’s public image. On the contrary, 
the portrait of a fatigued president fighting for his political life against 
an offscreen interrogator evoked grand narrative archetypes of in- 
quisitorial priests and police interrogators. The audience only iden- 
tied further with the struggling victim. 

Dedicated to TV-style crisis management, Clinton ordered fre- 
quent polls to help him decide whether or not to tell the truth about 
Lewinsky and his cover-up, as if adjusting his ongoing performance 
to an ever-present Nielsen meter. But where TV promoted the the- -| 
atrical humanity of our lawmakers, the Internet injects politics with 
a dose of truth serum. Clinton might have avoided impeachment had 
he listened to what Howard Rubenstein has been saying all along: 
“In a crisis, you have to focus on the true grit of the situation.” a—~ 

If Rubenstein is correct, the evasive and distorting tactics of tra- 
ditional public-relations campaigns have been rendered obsolete by 
the preponderance of nonaffiliated media outlets and communica- | 
tions technologies. Those who ignore the new-media terrain do so at 
their own risk. 


audience. 


—> 


“I think Hill and Knowlton learned a lesson from what they did,” 
Rubenstein explains candidly. “The lesson is not to do it. Sure, people | 
come to you and say, ‘Let’s set up a committee and we'll call it so- 
and-so, and we'll hire someone to run it,’ and my attitude is: What's 
known is known. Simple. What is known gets published. So it’s fool- 
hardy to set up a fig-leaf committee and hope nobody will look under 
the fig leaf and see what’s there.” 

Similarly, according to Rubenstein, the exploitation of story and 

~} ( narrative will have diminishing or even destructive returns once the 
truth inevitably surfaces: “When a story is in motion, you can’t think 
for a minute that the elements won’t be picked up on by the media, 
analyzed, and disclosures made. No guru can come in and say, 
‘Here’s a silver bullet and you'll get through this.’ It doesn’t work that 
way anymore.” 

Clinton and others who depend too heavily on traditional public- 
relations tactics have vastly underestimated the impact of new media 
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CHAPTER FIVE 


Customers need a rational excuse to justify their emo- 
tional decisions. So always include one. 


—David Ogilvy 


The new headquarters of Wells BDDP stil] smelled like paint 
glaze, and putty. The advertising agency, formerly known as Wells, 
Rich, Greene, had just moved in the fall of 1997 to the twelfth docs 
of a landmark building at the base of Madison Avenue, and no ex- 
pense was being spared to bring the firm’s image inio the high! 
competitive twenty-first century. an 

The walls were adorned with the latest high-concept art. Frosted- 
glass doors discreetly hid rows of confe tted 
racks of high-end video gear and flat-sc 
opened into huge atriums furnished with bright leather couches hefty 
wooden end tables, and boldly upholstered chairs—no two the sine 

At the same time, this manic obsession with detail and design 
struck me as just one clue that the agency, and perhaps the entire 
industry, was in trouble. Caught between a desire to look hip and a 
need to appear authoritative, advertising seemed in the midst of ; 
identity crisis, i 

“We call this ‘The Well, ” explaine 
debonair head of planning as he esc 


rence rooms outfitted with 
reen displays. Long corridors 


d Douglas Atkin, the agency’s 
( orted me through a colossal 
loftlike gallery overlooking downtown. This part of the office space 


was the architect’s accommodation to the firm’s creative function and 
image. A grand piano and a butcher-block coffee bar served as book- 
ends to an area where Wells executives hoped that young copywriters 
and graphic designers could brainstorm their latest campaigns in a 
social, freeform atmosphere. Flexible spaces like these came into 
vogue in the eighties as firms used kindergarten-style floor plans to 
lead their employees (and their clients) to believe in the playful, 
spontaneous intellectual process this untraditional architecture was 
supposed to engender. Now they were an expected feature of an 
agency’s floor plan. If you didn’t have at least one such open space, 
it meant you were behind the times. BDDP’s plans also called for a 
curved wall to be built around one side of The Well to separate the 
greater space from the agency’s main conference room. Originally, 
this wall was to be transparent, but management decided that a more 
opaque surface would allow for greater discretion. 

On this early autumn afternoon, no one could have imagined that 
by the time that wall’s construction would be finished, the frm would 
be, too. Who would believe that such a fate would befall what had 
once been New York’s vanguard agency? With Mary Wells at the 
agency’s helm through the 1960s and 1970s, Wells, Rich, Greene 
had been responsible for some of the most innovative advertising that 
Madison Avenue had ever seen. The agency once enlisted surrealist 
Salvador Dali for a daring Alka-Seltzer television commercial in 
which the artist painted the effervescent medicine’s passage through 
the human body directly onto the skin of a female model. 

Although Wells had retired long ago to an island chateau in Eu- 
rope, and the agency had subsequently suffered an embarrassing bout 
of setbacks, by the late nineties Wells BDDP—the added letters sig- 
nifying a merger with a respected European network—was back on 
the fast track to an altogether new run of glory days. And their newest 
partner, Douglas Atkin, was widely held to be a man who could not 
only revitalize this agency but whose techniques could help stimulate 
the creative energy of an entire industry. 

He had his work cut out for him. For two decades, cable television 


had been drawing viewers away from broadcast programs and the 
commercials that sponsored them. Network television ratings were 
down, even though the cost of advertising minutes had gone up. As 
a result, big business had started to sour on advertising in general. 
Many companies were turning instead to direct marketing, special 
promotions, in-store displays, sports sponsorships, and tie-ins with 
other products. To make matters worse, budget cuts and heavy com- 
petition had led many companies to bring their advertising in-house. 
They could no longer justify the huge sums Madison Avenue charged 
to conduct esoteric research and devise sophisticated ad campaigns. 
Besides, what could an advertising agency possibly tell Nike it didn’t 
already know about sport shoes and their wearers? 

Atkin, a tall, bald British man in his early forties with a regal 
countenance, was imported by Wells to the United States in the hope 
that his new discipline of account planning would systematize the 
process by which market and consumer research is converted into an 
actual campaign. In traditional advertising, the account executives 
deal with clients, while the creatives develop the copy. Account plan- 
ners arose to serve as an interface between the two disciplines, trans- 
lating the clients’ needs into specific propositions for the agency's 
creatives, and then backing the agency's resulting proposals with re- 
search from the field. Although copywriters and graphic designers 
execute the creative work, the account planners are responsible for 
igniting the initial spark and, of course, convincing clients that their 
agency's insights will translate into market leadership. 

To Atkin, account planning means coming up with a set of reus- 
able tools that can be applied to any number of different campaigns, 
By developing a language to codify the creative process in a series of 
off-the-shelf advertising strategies, Atkin hoped to arm Wells BDDP 
with the resources it needed to compete effectively in a shrinking 
marketplace and, perhaps, even restore the role of the advertising 
agency as the preeminent source of consumer research and media 
know-how. His success would be an affirmation of the effectiveness 
of advertising above all other kinds of marketing. 


To this end, Atkin brought in high-priced experts from fielde T 
mally considered tangential to the advertising a oe oe 
planners flocked to the agency, both to work with At sees a A 
part in the graduate-school-like atmosphere he oe eas ie 
thropologist Bob Deutsch to conduct focus groups aut - 7 ad 
methods of analysis, a systems theorist named Sally Goerer ? 
his staff about the wonders of chaos math, and, in the ; 
me, to reverse-engineer the concept of the media virus (pel Eo ye 
it in a book by the same name) into a step-by-step procedure 
disseminating ideas through the mediaspace. oa 

As I strolled through the unfinished offices of Wells B a a 1 
Atkin, advertising no longer seemed to me like a PE = 
an unsuspecting public, but more like an art form strugg me . $ 
life. Atkin didn’t appear to me to have a coercive sete devs 
By joining his ranks, I felt I would be pareipaene in the evolu 
of an ongoing dialogue between brands and consumers. 

What I didn’t realize was that Atkin had been shielding ees 
us who worked with him from the harsh realities of his ane. i 
research we were having so much fun conducting— how peop a 
into a cult, or the psychology of ordering a beer —also daca fa 
yield results. In the short term, this meant convincing clients ite t T 
millions of dollars being spent on their behalfs would result 2 ee 
through campaigns capable of reaching consumers on an a 
new level. In the long term, it meant either generating noticeably 
higher sales or losing accounts to other agencies. P 

On my first real consulting day at Wells, I attenc eda = r oi 
for the Amstel Beers account. The campaign that Atkin Hi = 
ceived for the company’s new line of non- ‘light o Pn 
working. Atkin’s Garrison Boyd campaign was the put : i : 
of research. Costly focus groups had revealed that most eS 
associate Amsterdam, the city where Amstel is produced, with open- 

mindedness. The problem with marketing a brand on dg T 

mindedness platform, however, was that everyone has a ee i 

of what it means. About 90 percent of those polled like to think o 


oss as open-minded, but each respondent saw his own open- 
mindedness as reflecting a different set of social values One : 
open-mindedness was another’s conservatism, and PE ai 
Atkin’s challenge was to help the Amstel bland claim hetn zept 
of open-mindedness — the way Nike had claimed the individual 
achievement or Levi’s had taken authenticity — without ever defini n 
precisely what open-mindedness is. Research had determined th: ath 
beer’s target market is college-educated adults between the ; : of 
twenty-one and thirty-four, with incomes of more than $40 000, whe 
enjoy active lifestyles. According to the agency’s gemal Water seh 
posal to Amstel, the target was “the kind of person who would s: yl 
don t necessarily want to crossdress, but if someone else does is fi : 
= n They are somewhat rebellious and dislike being told an 
2 1ey like to do the opposite of what authority figures tell them 
moe to communicate open-mindedness to such a group? They 
don t want to be lectured to— they are too sophisticated for a Be 
sides, they are a rebellious bunch. There lay the account al es 
creative spark: Convince by contrast. Use reverse psycholo ; a 
Atkin’s staff came up with the curmudgeonly ee of Ci i 
Boyd—a bespectacled old man in a plain gray suit who despi ce 
mindedness as well as everything else Gon Amsterdam As fo ae: 
of the fictitious organization Americans for Disciplined Beha 
Boyd took it on himself to combat Amstel’s recent “attacks” = ree 
ican decency by placing bumper stickers and posters i to F. ee 
Amstel billboards, with slogans like: “Resist the A fab ae 
sterdam” and “Shield your eyes!” peat eee 
Meanwhile, this campaign would exploit the new, mutant medi: 
: ae va He such a fan. Familiar with the tales I had aaa 
ec ia irus, Atkin understood that advertising that has the se 
of a media story within it will enerate inte : ena a 
ne Who was Garrison Boyd? Why was ine Agee 
doards 3 ie 
ae a of a Beep who saw the advertisements 
y real and that Garrison Boyd represented a legiti- 


mate but misguided group of ultra-conservatives attacking an im- 
ported beer. But the ads generated even more excitement among 
those who “got” it. Who paid to advertise against one’s own brand? 
The New York Times and MSNBC ran stories about the bizarre cam- 
paign, which in turn led to more media coverage, and so on. 

What Wells BDDP counted on was that creating a story “with 
legs,” as public-relations people like to say, would be the most effi- 
cient way to spread its message. The news media can carry your 
campaign along for you if it’s novel enough, and the Amstel campaign 
would cost only about a fifth of what most competitors were spending 
on new-product launches. But although TV awareness of the brand 
had quadrupied, and radio awareness grew by a factor of eighteen, 
all this awareness hadn’t yet translated into sales—which is why the 
Amstel campaign was now in a crisis. 

The account executive who had worked with Amstel parent Hei- 
neken’s brand manager for years claimed he never liked the Garrison 
Boyd strategy to begin with. The adman was a relic from an earlier 
age and saw in Atkin everything that was destroying his business: 
research and creativity at the expense of schmoozing and salesman- 
ship. 

I was invited to the meeting to help refine the Garrison Boyd 
campaign. I made a lengthy presentation to the agency that morning 
about media viruses and chaotic systems. How would I put this idea 
into practice more effectively with Boyd? I was asked. I was intrigued 
that a real campaign had made use of my abstract theories, and | 
strove to explain why it hadn’t yet sold more beer. 

“Boyd is a great viral shell,” I explained, “but there’s no content 
inside him.” Wrapped around any great media virus, there is a pro- 
vocative outer casing or “shell” of media. For the Rodney King media 
virus, it was the camcorder tape of the man being beaten. The story 
spread because the camcorder had been used in a brand-new way. 
The videocassette was the initial story. The Boyd campaign’s mock- 
guerilla style certainly satisfied the shell requirement. By breaking the 
rules of media, they had caused a sensation. But unlike the Rodney 


Nng virus, boyd had no ideas—no ideological “code” within his 
shell. The Rodney King tape, once disseminated, released potent im- 
ages of police brutality and provoked discussions and tage. By avoid- 
ing the specific kinds of open-mindedness that Boy 
marijuana use? free sex? cross-dressing? — the G 
no ability to stir people up once they h 
the agency take a gamble 

Atkin seemed intereste 


d was protesting — 
arrison Boyd virus had 
ad taken notice. I suggested 
and instill its virus with some real content. 


d in my proposal, but before we could even 
iscuss it, the surly account executive stopped the 

“We have to kill Boyd,” he insisted. 
admitted as if he h 


“but we have to kil] 


d conversation dead. 


“I agreed to him before,” he 
ad been convinced against his better judgment, 
him now or we'll lose this account.” 

Atkin was incensed. This was not a problem of 
distribution. His senior vice president presented 
searched flip chart that showed how successfully 
campaign had increased consumer aw 
brands. The only obstacle to incre 
beer was still unavail 
advertising could c 


advertising but of 
an extensively re- 
the Garrison Boyd 
areness of the new Amstel 
asing sales was the fact that the 
able in most bars and grocery stores. Although 
reate demand, it couldn’t stock the shelves. 

‘These were the kinds of excuses that old-timers h 
from vanguard creatives, who they believed 
developing their craft th 
they had done the rese 
they just passed the 


ad come to expect 
were more interested in 
an in serving the client’s bottom line. Sure, 
arch to back up their claims, but ultimately 
buck to one of the client’s other departments. 
The account executive cited his relationship with tl 
at Heineken to suggest that he had the power to break rank. He was 
the only one who understood how this man thought and how far he 


could be pushed. They had reached their limit with Garrison Boyd, 
and he wasn’t about to report back to the clie 


more traditional, something that promised 


1e brand manager 


nt without something 
a real increase in sales. 
Unable to agree on a single strategy, Wells BDDP eventually lost 
the account, along with the rest of Heineken’s business. Atkin soon 
decided to seek a position elsewhere, and shortly after his own and 
other key departures, Procter & Gamble, a company known for its 


isi > ed all of 
slow and methodical decisions, suddenly RG a TIN 
a i i recedented move. laking awa, 
agency in a dramatic and unpreceden 
from the agency in a drat > aR 
bout 70 a of Wells’s revenues, the defection made the hea 
abou 
lines and sank the agency. AE 
'The forces leading to the collapse of We i ae Esa 
i the advertising industry. iracitional a 
threate the rest of the advertising 
ones threatening the ere et uaa 
tising executives depend on the nontraditional ingenuity | 
vertisi ‘ a E Head 
like Atkin to reach increasingly rebellious eve markets A - 
i r, refuse evelop campaigı a 
Tei ever, refuse to deve 
f ung creatives, however, Ms eee 
Sate istic ground. They don’t want to 
optus artistic ground. y 
’t break new conceptual or artisti ee 
don’t break new c Pa aa ea a 
create advertising merely to sell things; they ba to a ine 
$ j 7 © © i 5 x c 
È : ultaneously pec 
> to straddle the divide, sim 
like Wells struggle to stra i E 
i Jed clients and cynical target a 
i ai both disgruntled clients z 
their campaigns to a nee 
s. Fueling this crisis most of all are the media-savvy col a 
ences. s cris Eate n 
who, like bacteria treated with antibiotics, grow ever mo 
j . g N . Bias 
to the machinations of this eee ae he seca 
3 ioi ; 
t of c ow that they dont ca 
Most of us know by n oe 
ing. T television are p 
ing” f thing. The people making 
s ; ing” for nothing. Ba 
ie li hey’re programming us. Or a 
i ‘just their f reups; they're progre 
not just their fall li a 
ae st few decades, however, the so 
irying t ver the past few decades, 
least they're trying to. Ov vean 
| i i isers package and deliver their messages 
isticati ch advertisers package a $ 
phistication with whi Hee nae 
ha been matched only by the sophistication with which we, 
c 
audience, deconstruct them. ethane ae 
Currently marketers appear to be in a race wi tee 
i i i $ Ma © 1 S <y 
New media and the youth culture raised within it have oh y ie 
| ; Runes 
marketing. Many members o 
t of the traditional methods of marketing. 
most of the traditiona Dias gia pee 
day’s television audience are armchair media aie = ie 
ing and capable of decoding the messages 
ramming and capab 
the language of prog nN eae 
i risers are scrambling to ur a 
ing i homes. Advertisers are sc 
coming into their aaa maa: 
the postmodern mediascape as thoroughly as their pa 3 oo 
3 ; air © HY Oy 
to develop new sorts of programming tricks that wor 
environment. . Rees suis 
But advertisers are in a bind. While some viewers are bu : sui 
tin ing its iotic € nents, others 
structing every image and evaluating its semiotic compo : 
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are simply watching the TV and trying to figure out what's going on. 
Marketers whose advertising depends on inside jokes and discreet 
winks may elicit a chuckle out of a college kid but at the same time 
alienate his mom. Advertisers who overcompensate for the cynicism 
of one group find that their adjusted tactics then fail to speak to a 
different segment of the population. As a result, major corporations 
reevaluate their marketing plans weekly, and change advertising agen- 
cies almost as frequently as the agencies fire (or lose) their creative 
directors. In this age of new media, the programmers are the visitors, 
and we, for once, have the home-field advantage. 


Branding Products, Branding People 


It wasn’t always this way. Not so long ago, before marketing be- 
‘ame a branch of psychology, branding and advertising were simply 
ways to publicize and identify one’s products. 

The brand began, quite literally, as a method for ranchers to iden- 
tify their cattle. By burning a distinct symbol into the hide of a baby 
calf, the owner could insure that if it one day wandered off his prop- 
erty or was stolen by a competitor, he’d be able to point te that logo 
and claim the animal as his rightful property. 

When the manufacturers of products adopted the brand as a way 
of guaranteeing the quality of their goods, its function remained pretty 
much the same. Buying a package of oats with the Quaker label 
meant the customer could trace back these otherwise generic oats to 
their source. If there was a problem, he knew where he could turn. 
More important, if the oats were of satisfactory or superior quality, 
he knew where he could get them again. ‘Trademarking a brand 
meant that no one else could call his oats Quaker. 

Advertising in this innocent age simply meant publicizing the ex- 
istence of one’s brand. The sole objective was to increase consumers’ 
awareness of the product or company that made it. Those who even 
thought to employ specialists for the exclusive purpose of writing ad 
copy hired newspaper reporters and traveling salesmen, who knew 


how to explain the attributes of an item in words that people tended 
to eae 1922 that a preacher and traveling pein weet 
salesman-turned-copywriter named Claude Hopkins os a n 
vertising should be systematized into a A a 
breaking book Scientific Advertising proposed Wa y z eae a 
is merely a printed extension of the salesman s pi ; ae 3 E 
low the same rules. Hopkins believed in using hard d a s $ gi 
hype, and text over image: “The more you tell, the ark y ee — 
and “White space is wasted space” were his sale oP ana 
lieved that any illustrations used in an ad should = oe sees = 
to the product itself—not just a loose or amore e Bee 
insisted on avoiding “frivolity” at all costs, arguing that no o 
from a clown.” a 
o some images did appear in U h pa 
aging as early as the 1800s—the Quaker Oats man s Ro ae 
1877—these werent consciously crafted to induce er p ia 
states in customers. They were meant just to help E E 
one brand over another. How better to recall the brand Quaker the 
e a pic of one? . 
i Po the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, as OU a 
toward movies and television and away from E aR ae 
that advertisers’ focus shifted away from describing ee a ge 
to creating images for them. During these decades; ee el 
man Leo Burnett concocted what is often called the noe : ae 
of advertising, in which lovable characters are used to represent y 
aah Giant, which was originally just the Minnesota a aw 
ning Company’s code name for as ees Ta ee 
Jolly Green Giant in young Burnett’s world of ae ` so 
He understood that the figure would make a oo o 8 
brand image for an otherwise boring product and eon : à i ae 
a mnemonic device for consumers. As he watched his character g a 
in popularity, Burnett discovered that the mythical figure of a green 


oes SES resonance m Many difterent cultures around the world. It 
became a kind of archetype and managed to penetrate the psyche in 
more ways than one. 

Burnett was responsible for dozens of character-based brand im- 
ages, including Tony the Tiger, Charlie the Tuna, Morris the Cat, 
and the Marlboro Man. In each case, the character creates a sense 
of drama, which engages the audience in the pitch. This was Bur- 
nett’s great insight. He still wanted to sell a product based on its 
attributes, but he knew he had to draw in his audience using char- 
acters, 

Brand images were also based on places, like Hidden Valley Ranch 
salad dressing, or on recognizable situations, such as the significant 
childhood memories labeled “Kodak moments,” or a mother nurtur- 
ing her son on a cold day, a defining image for Campbell’s soup. 

In all these cases, however, the moment, location, or character 
went only so far as to draw the audience into the ad, after which they 
would be subjected to a standard pitch: “Soup is good food,” or 
“Sorry, Charlie, only the best tuna get to be Starkist.” Burnett saw 
himself as a homespun Midwesterner who was contributing to Amer- 
ican folklore while speaking in the plain language of the people. He 
took pride in the fact that his ads used words like “ain’t” —not because 
they had some calculated psychological effect on the audience, but 
because they communicated in a natural, plainspoken style. 

As these methods found their way to Madison Avenue and came 
to be practiced much more self-consciously, Burnett’s love for Amer- 
ican values and his focus on brand attributes were left behind. Brand- 
ing became much more ethereal and image-based, and ads only 
occasionally nodded to a product's attributes. 

In the 1960s, advertising gurus like David Ogilvy came up with 
rules about television advertising that would have made Claude Hop- 
kins shudder. “Food in motion” dictated that food should always be 
shot by a moving camera. “Open with fire” meant that ads should 
start in a very exciting and captivating way. Ogilvy told his creatives 


to “use supers” — text superimposed on the screen to emphasize im- 
portant phrases and taglines. . | 

All these techniques were devised to promote brand image, not 
the product. Ogilvy didn’t believe consumers could si a 
tween products were it not for their images. in Ogilvy on oe 
he explains that most people cannot tell the difference kwen their 
own “favorite” whiskey and the closest two competitors’: “Have tlicy 
tried all three and compared the taste? Don’t make me laugh. he 
reality is that these three brands have different images which appeat 
to different kinds of people. It isn’t the whiskey they choose, it’s the 
image. The brand image is ninety percent of what the distiller has to 


”y 


sell, ae 
Thus, we learned to “trust our car to the man who wears the star 


not because Texaco had better gasoline than Shell, but because the 
company’s advertisers had created a better brand image. l 
While Burnett and his disciples were building brand myths, an- 
other school of advertisers was busy learning about its audience. Back 
in the 1920s, Raymond Rubicam, who eventually founded the agency 
Young and Rubicam, thought it might be interesting to hire a ee 
named Dr. Gallup from Northwestern University to see what ne 
be gleaned about consumers from a little market research. a a 
vertising industry’s version of cultural anthropology, or demographics, 
was born. a, 
Like the public-relations experts who study their target populations 
in order to manipulate them later, marketers began conducting polls, 
market surveys, and focus groups on the segments of the A 
they hoped to influence. And to draw clear, clean lines heimon c j 
mographic groups, researchers must almost always base distinctions 
on four factors: race, age, sex, and wages. Demographic research is 
reductionist by design. I once consulted to an FM radio alion whose 
station manager wanted to know, “Who is our listener? Asking hi 
a question reduces an entire listenership down to one Beno pene 
It’s possible that no single individual will ever match the “customer 


profile” meant to apply to all customers, which is why so much tar- 
geted marketing often borders on classist, racist, and sexist pandering. 

Billboards for most menthol cigarettes, for example, picture 
African-Americans because, according to demographic research, 
black people prefer them to regular cigarettes. Microsoft chose Roll- 
ing Stones songs to launch Windows 95, a product targeted at wealthy 
baby boomers, “The Women’s Global Challenge” was an advertising- 
industry-created Olympics for women, with no purpose other than to 
market to active females. 

By the 1970s, the two strands of advertising theory — demographic 
research and brand image—were combined to develop campaigns 
that work on both levels. To this day, we know to associate Volvos 
with safety, Dr Pepper with individuality, and Harley-Davidson with 
American heritage. Each of these brand images is crafted to appeal 
to the target consumer's underlying psychological needs: Volvo ads 
are aimed at upper-middle-class white parents who fear for their chil- 
dren’s health and security, Dr Pepper is directed to young noncon- 
formists, and the Harley-Davidson image supports its riders’ 
self-perception as renegades. 

Today's modern (or perhaps postmodern) brands don’t invent a 
corporate image on their own; they appropriate one from the media 
itself, such as MetLife did with Snoopy, Butterfinger did with Bart 
Simpson, or Kmart did by hiring Penny Marshall and Rosie 
O'Donnell. These mascots were selected because their perceived 
characteristics match the values of their target consumers — not the 
products themselves. In the language of today’s marketers, brand im- 
ages do not reflect on products but on advertisers’ perceptions of their 
audiences’ psychology. 

This focus on audience composition and values has become the 
standard operating procedure in all of broadcasting. When Fox TV 
executives learned that their animated series King of the Hill, about 
a Texan propane distributor, was not faring well with certain demo- 
graphics, for example, they took a targeted approach to their char- 


ay ece y e et oe aign 
acters rehabilitation. The Brandweek piece on Fox’s ethnic campaig 
a 


uncomfortably dances around the issue. 


Hank Hill is the proverbial everyman, and por wants viewers : 
get comfortable with him; especially ter in New York, be 
“King of the Hill’s homespun humor hasn’t quite n a i 
the young urbanites. So far this season, the show a i ze i 
10.1 rating/15 share in households nationally, while garnering a 


7.9 rating/12 share in New York.’ 


As far as Fox was concerned, while regular people could identify 
with the network’s new “everyman” character, New Yorkers eh 
buying his middle-American patter. The teenin H ng 
proved what TV executives had known all along: that ae | es 
Jewish demographic doesn’t see itself as part of the rest o i n 

Fox’s strategy for “humanizing” the character to those a 
urbanites was to target the group’s ethnographic self-image. 2 A 
ads for the show on the panels of sidewalk coffee wagons throug 
Manhattan, with the tagline “Have a bagel with Hank.” In ? appen 
to the target market’s well-developed (and E o 
Hank himself is shown saying, “May I suggest you have that with 4 

-» 
pare ee ethnic humor here is meant to es 
absurdity of a Texas propane salesman using a Jewish eek 
like “schmear.” In another Upper West Side billboard, tas s n 
appeals to the passing traffic: “Hey yo! Somebody os aee ae i l 
As far as the New York demographic is concemed, these jo : a 
form the characters from potentially threatening Southern paa s 
into loveable hicks bending over backward to appeal to Jewis : aa 
sibilities, and doing so with a comic and, most important, nonthrea- 
ing inadequacy. l 

eee r ee intensely targeted demographic is the Lal rahe 
future consumer. Before an average American child is see : 
old, he can recognize the McDonald’s logo and many other branded 
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icons. Nearly everything a toddler encounters—from Band-Aids to 
underpants — features the trademarked characters of Disney or other 
marketing empires. Although this target market may not be in a po- 
sition to exercise its preferences for many years, it pays for marketers 
to imprint their brands early. General Motors bought a two-page ad 
in Sports Illustrated for Kids for its Chevy Venture minivan. Their 
brand manager rationalized that the eight-to-fourteen-year-old de- 
mographic consists of “backseat consumers.” 

The real intention of target marketing to children and babies, how- 
ever, goes deeper. The fresh neurons of young brains are valuable 
mental real estate to admen. By seeding their products and images 
early, the marketers can do more than just develop brand recognition; 
they can literally cultivate a demographic’s sensibilities as they are 
formed. A nine-year-old child who can recognize the Budweiser frogs 
and recite their slogan (Bud-weiser) is more likely to start drinking 
beer than one who can remember only Tony the Tiger yelling, 
“They're great!” (Currently, more children recognize the frogs than 
Tony.) This indicates a long-term coercive strategy. 

The abstraction of brand images from the products they represent, 
combined with an increasing assault on our demographically targeted 
psychological profiles, led to some justifiable consumer paranoia by 
the 1970s. Advertising was working on us in ways we couldn’t fully 
understand, and people began to look for an explanation. 

In 1973, Wilson Bryan Key, a communications researcher, wrote 
the first of four books about “subliminal advertising,” in which he 
accused advertisers of hiding sexual imagery in ice cubes, and psy- 
choactive words like “sex” onto the airbrushed surfaces of fashion 
photographs. Having worked on many advertising campaigns from 
start to finish, in close proximity to everyone from copywriters and art 
directors to printers, I can comfortably put to rest any rumors that 
major advertising agencies are engaging in subliminal campaigns. 
How do images that could be interpreted as “sexual” show up in ice 

cubes or elbows? The final photographs chosen for ads are selected 
by committee out of hundreds that are actually shot. After hours or 


days of consideration, the group eventually feels drawn to one or two 
photos out of the batch. Not surprising, these photos tend to have 
more evocative compositions and details, but no penises, breasts, or 
skulls are ever superimposed onto the images. In fact, the man who 
claims to have developed subliminal persuasion, James Vicary, ad- 
mitted to Advertising Age in 1984 that he had fabricated his evidence 
that the technique worked in order to drum up business for his failing 
research company. But this confession has not assuaged Key and oth- 
ers who relentlessly, perhaps obsessively, continue to pursue those 
they feel are planting secret visual messages in advertisements. a 
To be fair to Key, advertisers have left themselves open to suspicion 
by relegating their work to the abstract world of the image and then 
targeting consumer psychology so deliberately. According to research 
by the Roper Organization in 1992, 57 percent of American consum- 
ers still believe that subliminal advertising is practiced on a regular 
basis, and only one in twelve think it “almost never” happens. To 
protect themselves from the techniques they believe are being used 


against them, the advertising audience has adopted a stance of cynical | 


suspicion. 
To combat our increasing awareness and suspicion of demographic 
targeting, marketers have developed a more camouflaged form of cat- 
egorization based on psychological profiles instead of race and age. 
Jim Schroer, the executive director of new marketing strategy at Fora 
explains his abandonment of broad-demographic targeting: “It’s 
smarter to think about emotions and attitudes, which all go under 
the term ‘psychographics’—those things that can transcend demo- 
graphic groups.” Instead, he now appeals to what he calls “consum- 
ers’ images of themselves.” | . 
Unlike broad demographics, the psychographic is developed using 
more narrowly structured qualitative-analysis techniques, like focus 
groups, in-depth interviews, and even home surveillance. Marketing 
analysts observe the behaviors of volunteer subjects, ask questions, 
and try to draw causal links between feelings, self-image, and pur- 


chases. 
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A company called Strategic Directions Group provides just such 
analysis of the human psyche. In their study of the car buying habits 
of the “forty-plus baby boomers and their elders,” they sought to de- 
fine the main psychological predilections that human beings in this 
age group have regarding car purchases. Although they began with a 
demographic subset of the overall population, their analysis led them 
to segment the group into psychographic types. 

For example, members of one psychographic segment, called the 
“Reliables,” think of driving as a way to “get from point A to point 
B.” The “Everyday People” campaign for Toyota is aimed at this 
group and features people depending on their reliable and efficient 
little ‘Toyotas. A convertible Saab, on the other hand, appeals to the 
“Stylish Fun” category, who like trendy and fun-to-drive imports. One 
of the company’s commercials shows a woman at a boring party fan- 
tasizing herself into an oil painting, where she drives along the canvas 
in a sporty yellow Saab. 

Psychographic targeting is more effective than demographic tar- 
geting because it reaches for an individual customer more directly — 
like a fly fisherman who sets bait and jiggles his rod in a prescribed 
pattern for a particular kind of fish. It’s as if a marketing campaign 
has singled you out and recognizes your core values and aspirations, 
without having lumped you into a racial or economic stereotype. 

It amounts to a game of cat-and-mouse between advertisers and 
their target psychographic groups. The more effort we expend to es- 
cape categorization, the more ruthlessly the marketers pursue us. In 
some cases, in fact, our psychographic profiles are based more on the 
extent to which we try to avoid marketers than on our fundamental 
goals or values. 

The so-called “Generation X” adopted the anti-chic aesthetic of 
thrift-store grunge in an effort to find a style that could not be so 
easily identified and exploited. Grunge was so self-consciously low- 
brow and nonaspirational that it seemed, at first, impervious to the 
hype and glamor normally applied swiftly to any emerging trend. But 
sure enough, grunge anthems found their way onto the soundtracks 


of television commercials, and Dodge Neons were hawked by kids in 
flannel shirts saying “Whatever.” | 

The members of Generation X are putting up a good fight. Having 
already developed an awareness of how marketers attempt to target 
their hearts and wallets, they use their insight into programming to 
resist these attacks. Unlike the adult marketers pursuing them, young 
people have grown up immersed in the language of advertising and 
public relations. They speak it like natives. As a result, they are more 
than aware when a commercial or billboard is targeting them. In 
conscious defiance of demographic-based pandering, they adopt a 
stance of self-protective irony —distancing themselves from the emo- 
tional ploys of the advertisers. oe 

Lorraine Ketch, the director of planning in charge of Levi's trendy 
Silvertab line, explained, “This audience hates marketing that's n 
your face. It eyeballs it a mile away, chews it up and spits it out. ? 
Chiat/Day, one of the world’s best-known and experimental advertis- 
ing agencies, found the answer to the crisis was simply to break up 
the Gen-X demographic into separate “tribes” or subdemographics — 
and include subtle visual references to each one of them in the ads 
they produce for the brand. According to Levi's paiio of consumer 
marketing, the campaign meant to communicate, “We really under- 
stand them, but we are not trying too hard.” 

Probably unintentionally, Ms. Ketch has revealed the new, even 
more highly abstract plane on which advertising is now being com- 
municated. Instead of creating and marketing a brand image, adver- 
tisers are creating marketing campaigns about the advertising itself. 
Silvertab’s target market is supposed to feel good about being under- 
stood, but even better about understanding the way they are being 
marketed to. . . 

The “drama” invented by Leo Burnett and refined by David Ogilvy 
and others has become a play within a play. The scene itself has 
shifted. The dramatic action no longer occurs between the audience 
and the product, the brand, or the brand image, but between the 
audience and the brand marketers. As audiences gain even more con- 


trol over the media in which these interactive stories unfold, adver- 
tising evolves ever closer to a theater of the absurd. 


Story: The Play’s the Thing Wherein Ill Catch the 
Conscience of the King 


The dramatic story has served for centuries, perhaps millennia, as 
our civilization’s chief method of imprinting and perpetuating value 
systems on large target audiences. The Bible stories, fairy tales, and 
moral fables we were told as children stick with us for the rest of our 
lives. They become the resonant elements, or central myths, on 
which we base our perception of the world. The stories we are told 
account for our understanding of creation, existence, and even death. 

Television commercials are stories, too, and they are designed to 
impress brand values upon us with the force of cultural mythology, 
securing and extending our most deeply held beliefs. 

Most stories work by generating tension. The plot moves up an 
inclined plane of increasing stakes and danger, and the audience 
experiences the agonizing thrill of going along for the ride. The fur- 
ther into danger the character goes, the higher our own level of ten- 
sion will become. The good storyteller slowly and consistently builds 
our anxiety—careful not to push so hard that we run out of the 
theater. As the level of tension increases, we are drawn deeper into 
the storyteller’s spell. The worse it gets, the more dependent we are 
on the storyteller for a way out. It’s all worth the pain, though, be- 
cause eventually the conflict will be resolved and the audience will 
be released into delightful catharsis. 

Because the audience is willing to accept any reasonable escape 
from their own state of unbearable tension, the storyteller has the 
power to concoct whatever solution he wishes. And embedded in that 
solution can be an agenda. The more intense an audience’s level of 
anxiety, the more preposterous a release it will accept. 

The thirty-second advertisement can use narrative tension to influ- 
ence through catharsis, too. The story just has to generate its anxiety 


more quickly. I was disturbed as a child by an ad in which a midlevel 
executive is seated behind his desk. He looks like a nice enough 
guy —a lot like us, in fact. But something’s wrong. His phone is ring- 
ing noisily. His boss is angry. He’s lost an account. His wife crashed 
the car. We see he is in great pain. What’s he going to do? He opens 
the drawer of his desk and smiles. What does he see? A brand of pain 
reliever, of course. He swallows the pills, and we watch as a psyche- 
delic swirl of colors fills the outline of his body, soothing every painful 
area. He is happy, and his problems seem diminished. I can remem- 
ber wishing my problems would manifest themselves as a headache 
so that they could be cured as easily. 

As long as an influence professional can build his idea—be it a 
product, candidate, or lifestyle—into the fabric of a story, he can 
successfully program an audience to accept it. The better his story — 
the more profoundly we identify with his character’s dilemma — the 
more fully and permanently we will accept the underlying agenda. 

The word “entertainment” means literally “to hold within.” The 
more entertaining a story, the more captivated we are by its teller and 
the more vulnerable we are to his influence if he chooses to exercise 
it. Television, theater, and film had better be entertaining, for only a 
captive viewer will sit and bear the tension of the rising dramatic 
action. 

That’s how my grandfather used to watch TV movies back in the 
1970s. He’d lean back in his La-Z-Boy recliner with a bowl of pretzels 
in his lap. The heroine in one of these movies—I think it was Suz- 
anne Pleshette — walks into an apartment where we know a murderer 
is hiding. She tries the light switch, but it’s broken. She ventures into 
the apartment anyway, and into danger. 

If my grandpa likes Suzanne Pleshette as much as most older men 
of the period did, he will experience anxiety on her behalf. He is 
being put into a state of tension. At this moment, some part of his 
brain makes a calculation. He could change the channel to avoid the 
tension, but that would require taking the bowl of pretzels off his lap, 
pulling up the lever on his recliner, rising, crossing to the TV set, 
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and manually changing the channel to another station. But jumping 
up like this whenever he felt himself in the grip of the action on the 
screen would defeat the purpose of the entertainment he has come 
to expect from television. He’s been trained to be a well-behaved, 
attentive viewer. He has what programmers like to call a “long atten- 
tion span,” and he is used to suffering through moments like these. 
On the other hand, enduring the tension will mean a heightened 
level of anxiety until someone rescues poor Suzanne. 

In an appeal to the La-Z-Boy viewer, television manufacturers de- 
veloped the remote control. Little did they realize it would thwart 
the efforts of the people programming television content. A person 
armed with a remote control makes a completely different set of in- 
ternal calculations when confronted with an anxiety-producing nar- 
rative. With very little effort, he can push a button and release himself 
from the rise in tension. Young people today pride themselves more 
on their channel-surfing capabilities than on the lengths of their at- 
tention spans. Watch yourself or your child operate a remote control; 
the impulse to change channels arises more often out of disgust at 
being made to feel tense than out of simple boredom. 

A person with a remote control doesn’t need to be sucked into the 
aspirin commercial any more than he is into the Suzanne Pleshette 
movie. The businessman in the commercial is obviously having a bad 
day. Why watch? Click. Easy as that. 

The television remote allows for easy escape, fundamentally chang- 
ing the viewing audience’s relationship to television. Young people 
and remote-control-capable adults no longer sit back and watch a 
television program; they watch the TV set and put it through its paces. 
They are literally watching and deconstructing styles of programming. 
Just as journalists and the public watched Marv Albert work his spin 


attempt to draw them into coercive stories. 


control, viewers now watch television programmers and advertisers 


Skilled remote-control viewers can keep track of five or six different 
programs at a time. ‘The most practiced of us—usually the young- 
sters—flip from channel to channel, catching the most important 


moments of each show or sporting event with uncanny precision. 
Watching TV this way has become almost a form of postmodern art 
unto itself, where the action and values of one program are suddenly 
juxtaposed against another’s. An altogether new kind of entertainment 
emerges from the formerly passive viewing experience: the joy of 
recombining images, creating our own edit points, and comparing 
and contrasting different programs, often thwarting their creators’ 
original purposes in the process. 

By marketing the tools of media to its consumers, the electronics 
industry has unwittingly undermined the efforts of advertisers. For 
many decades, the television screen was an exclusive territory. Only 
programmers and sponsors had the magic ability to manipulate the 
images on the screen. The act of broadcasting television was as mys- 
terious and awe-inspiring as transubstantiation, and it was regarded 
with equivalent reverence. The information that the networks piped 
into our homes was accepted as if it were the gospel truth. Back in 
the 1960s, Walter Cronkite had the privilege of ending his evening 
broadcast with the tagline “And that’s the way itis.” _ 

The home video gamé was the first interactive medium to chal- 
lenge this authority. Just as the remote control deconstructed televi- 
sion, the joystick demystified it. Think back to the first time you ever 
played a video game. It was probably the primitive black-and-white 
arcade game called Pong. You felt excitement not just because you 
had finally found a way to play table tennis without a real table, but 
because, for the very first time, you had gained the ability to alter the 
pixels on the television screen. A space that formerly had been off- 
limits was now absolutely accessible through a simple knob. The 
pixels, and the screen they composed, had been demystified. 

The video camera took this demystification a step further, as am- 
ateur photographers came to understand the language of film editing 
and the ways to “lie” about time and space’ by splicing together images 
that may not have actually been shot in sequence. The computer 
keyboard and mouse turned the monitor into a communications cen- 
ter. Today, the cathode-ray tube is no longer a receive-only device 


but, through the Internet and commercial online services, a portal to 
self-expression. Media has become a two-way street. 

The proliferation of all these devices, plus the advent of fax ma- 
chines, VCRs, modems, and cellular telephones, has fundamentally 
altered the shape and function of the mass media. It is now an open 
system—a_mediaspace, Anyone can contribute, and no one can be 
sure how what he throws in there will be deconstructed, repurposed, 
and distributed. A top-forty song might be sampled and recycled by 
a rapper. A news report may be deconstructed and exposed as prop- 
aganda by a public-access show or Internet newsgroup. A rock video 
may be mocked by commentators like Beavis and Butt-head. A com- 
mercial can be satirized by a late-night comedy show for its clumsy 
efforts at manipulation—and the audience will get the joke. 

The media is a chaotic place. Like an ocean or a weather system, 
it no longer respects authority. In fact, those who attempt to impose 
their authority are ridiculed, while brilliant and valuable tidbits 
emerge from the most remote and seemingly inconsequential sources. 
Advertisements attempting to associate a brand with a celebrity or 
lifestyle aren’t nearly as effective as they once were. No sooner are 
they broadcast than they are deconstructed into their component 
parts. Younger, media-savvy viewers instinctively reject authoritative 
voices and laugh at commercials in which people try to act “cool.” 

Advertisers are well aware of our changing viewing habits. Now 
that an increasingly large proportion of the public has adopted this 
self-protective stance toward the media, marketers have turned to 
what might best be called postmodern techniques of persuasion. 

Consider the microbrand. As constimers became weary of major 
beer brands and their relentless over-the-top media campaigns, they 
turned to local breweries and brands for a sense of authenticity. Like 
do-it-yourself media, these tiny companies gave their customers a 
sense of local control and connection. No longer content with sup- 
porting a national brand devoid of character, consumers sought the 
distinction and individuality that came with buying a bottle of beer 
that may well have been brewed around the corner. 


The major breweries were quick to respond to the microbrewery 
phenomenon. Miller Brewing Company released a fake microbrew 
beer called Red Dog, whose label advertised that it was brewed at 
the charmingly remote-sounding Plank Road Brewery. There is no 
such place as the Plank Road Brewery. Anheuser-Busch bought a 
quiet interest in Seattle’s Redhook Ale Brewery, and Coors launched 
its own line of imitation microbrews from the Blue Moon Brewing 
Company, whose marketing campaign touted the beer as “hand- 
crafted once in a blue moon.” 

Fake microbrands are created for a new population of consumers 
who have learned to resist the pressures of conformity imposed by 
well-known brand images. Airwalk sports shoes are worn by millions 
of young people who resent the overwhelming marketing campaigns 
and widely criticized labor practices of Nike, and American Spirit 
cigarettes sell to smokers who want to believe they are circumventing 
the notoriously manipulative cigarette industry. In the end, they are 
simply succumbing to the counteroffensives of shrewd marketers | 
have predicted and capitalized on their rebellion. 

Advertisers are learning to stay one step ahead in the chaotic me- 
diaspace. If today’s consumer will instantly separate a product from 
its spokesperson, then the answer is to make advertisements that are 
more difficult to deconstruct. Many billboards and magazine ads have 
resorted to showing isolated body parts rather than full-body portraits 
of models using or wearing products. This style of photography, 
known in the industry as abstract representation, allows the viewer to 
see himself in the advertisement, rather than the model. Instead of 
having to identify with a character, he can watch the commercial as 
if it were from his own point of view. All of our hands and legs are 
pretty much the same. Ads for Kool cigarettes show only the hand of 
the lucky man who holds a pack, and the beautiful girl who has ' 
turned in his direction. A hugely successful Dockers trousers cam- 
paign showed a group of men from the waist down only, as they spoke 
in random, disconnected sentences. 

The less specific or more iconic a representation, the harder it 
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becomes for an audience to resist identifying with it. As a result, icons 
have become the new unit of communication in a mediaspace char- 
acterized by deconstruction. Wary of stories, slogans, and other emo- 
tional traps, young people in particular have been drawn to icons as 
a way of expressing who they are and what they believe in. Kids paste 
iconic stickers on their skateboards, attach iconic key chains to their 
backpacks, and collect trading cards and Pogs with simple iconic 
representations. Because they seem universal and disconnected, they 
are perceived as somehow safe from the influence of authority. 

Advertisers exploiting this same principle have moved toward more 
iconic ways of representing their products. The simpler and less de- 
scriptive the icon, the more universal its appeal. Ask a group of teen- 
agers what the Nike swoosh icon means, and each one will most 
likely tell you something different—but all the responses will proba- 
bly have something to do with challenging authority, excelling in 
sports, being an individual, or “just doing it.” The swoosh is a uni- 
versal icon, capable of representing any number of youthful ideals. 
Some young people identify so fully with the Nike symbol that they 
have tattooed it onto their bodies. 

Part of an icon’s power comes from its indivisibility. The swoosh 
cannot be further deconstructed into its component parts. Just as 
golden arches mean McDonald’s, and the little red tab means Levi's, 
the swoosh is Nike. The product is its icon, inseparably and without 
exception. To buy a pair of Nike shoes is to buy the Nike swoosh. 
By adopting the postlinguistic currency of an iconic culture, market- 
ers can reposition themselves and their brands ina manner consistent 
with the operating system of today’s point-and-click marketplace. 


Nowhere to Hide 


Media-savvy television viewers pride themselves on their ability to 
watch programming from the safe distance of their own ironic de- 
tachment. Young people delight in watching Melrose Place in groups 
so they can make fun of the characters and their values by talking 


back to the screen throughout the show. Others turn to shows like 
Beavis and Butt-head, whose characters’ constant commentary on 
the MTV videos they watch serves as a built-in distancing device. 
The wisecracks keep the audience emotionally removed from the 
seductive charms of the images on the screen. 


In addition to using icons, marketers have come to recognize the | 


way irony makes a wary viewer feel safe, and now they regularly 
employ irony in the commercials targeted at these more difficult de- 
mographic groups. “Wink” advertising acknowledges the cynical. 
stance of resistant viewers: Sprite commercials satirize the values es- 
poused by “cool” brands, sometimes even parodying their competi- 
tors’ obvious image-based tactics, and then go on to insist, “Image is 
nothing. Thirst is everything.” A brand of shoes called Simple devel- 
oped a magazine campaign with the copy “Advertisement: blah blah 
blah... name of company.” 

By letting the audience in on the hollowness of the marketing 
process, advertisers hope to be rewarded by the appreciative viewer. 
Energizer batteries launched a television campaign where a fake com- 
mercial for another product would be interrupted by the pink bunny 
marching across the screen. The audience was rescued from the bad 
commercial by the battery company’s tiny mascot. The message: The 
Energizer bunny can keep on going, even in a world of relentless 
hype. 

Of course marketers haven’t really surrendered anything. What's 
really going on here is a new style of marketing through exclusivity. 
Advertisers know that their viewership prides itself on being able to 
deconstruct and understand the coercive tactics of television com- 
mercials. By winking at the audience, the advertiser is acknowledging 
that there’s someone special out there —someone smart enough not 
to be fooled by the traditional tricks of the influence professional. If 
you're smart enough to get the joke, then you're smart enough to 
know to buy our product. 

Like all advertisements, these self-conscious commercials help the 
viewer define his own identity. The strategy is not as overt as showing 


Michael Jordan in a pair of Nikes so that young athletes will identify 
with their hero. Instead, a person’s notion of “self” is defined by how 
sophisticated he feels in relation to the images on his TV set. If he 
has grown up deluged by coercive advertising and expended effort to 
break free, then he will identify himself as a media-savvy individual. 
Wink advertising gives him a chance to confirm his own intelligence. 

In the advertising wars between long-distance carriers, underdog 
MCI attempted to show how they were friendly and perky, especially 
compared to industry leader AT&T. A beautiful young operator mis- 
chievously whispered to us that AT&T doesn’t want their customers 
to hear about MCI’s low rates, or their discount Friends & Family 
plan. She ridiculed AT&T’s ads begging people to “come home,” 
and implied that they revealed Ma Bell’s desperation. AT&T fought 
back with their own ads, highlighting the coercive nature of MCI’s 
marketing: that people were fooled into writing lists of their friends 
and relatives so that MCI could make annoying phone calls trying to 
enlist them. The advertisements were no longer about quality or ser- 
vice. They were about the advertising campaigns themselves. 

Wink advertisements very often borrow imagery from another com- 
pany’s advertisements as a way of eliciting viewer approval. After 
Lexus made the ball bearing famous by rolling it seductively over the 
precision engineered lines of its luxury sedan, Nissan did the same 
thing in their ad to demonstrate how a much less expensive car could 
exhibit the same qualities. BMW sought to rise above the whole affair, 
demonstrating their car’s unmatched turning radius by putting the 
whole vehicle through the same tight turns as the ball bearing went 
through in the other brands’ meaningless test. Finally, in an irreverent 
spoof of the automobile advertising wars, Roy Rogers rolled a ball 
bearing around the edge of a roast beef sandwich. Get it? Wink wink. 

In a similar campaign, Levi’s made fun of Calvin Klein’s heroin- 
chic, ultra-skinny supermodels. The company pictured healthy mod- 
els wearing Levi’s under the caption, “Our models can beat up their 
models.” 

As the techniques of self-consciousness and parody become more 


recognizable and, accordingly, less effective, advertisers have been 
forced to go yet a step further, taking the media reflexivity of adver- 
tising into the realm of the nonsensical. It’s as if by overwhelming us 
with irony, they hope to blow out the circuits we use to make critical 
judgments. 

The Diesel jeans company ran a series of billboard and magazine 
ads designed to critique the whole discipline of advertising. One 
showed a sexy but downtrodden young couple, dressed in stylish jeans 
and arguing with each other in what looked like the messy, 1960s- 
era kitchen of a dysfunctional white-trash family. The ad meant to 
reveal the illusory quality of the hip retro fashion exploited by other 
advertisers. Diesel would not try to convince anyone that those were 
the “good old days.” We were meant to identify with the proposition 
that the enlightened values of the sixties, as represented by the media, 
are a crock. But the meaning is never made explicit. Another Diesel 
campaign consisted of advertisements which themselves were photos 
of garish billboards placed in ridiculous locations. One showed a sexy 
young couple, dressed in Diesel jeans, in an advertisement for an 
imported brand of ice cream. The billboard, however, was pictured 
in a dirty, crowded neighborhood filled with poor Communist Chi- 
nese workers. 

Benetton and The Body Shop ran similar ads, but at least theirs 
made some sense. One Benetton campaign pictured Queen Eliza- 
beth as a black woman and Michael Jackson as a caucasian to com- 
ment on racial prejudice. A series of Body Shop ads featured giant 
photos of marijuana leaves, presumably to call attention to drug and 
agriculture laws. These are appeals to a target market that feels hip 
for agreeing with the sentiments expressed and for grasping the un- 
derlying logic. There is, indeed, something to “get.” 

We are supposed to believe that Diesel’s ads also make sociopoli- 
tical statements, but we never know quite what they are. In fact, the 
ads work in a highly sophisticated disassociative way: They make us 
feel as tense and uneasy as we do after a good scary story—but we 
refuse to admit to our anxiety lest we reveal we are not media-savvy 


enough to get the joke. The campaign is designed to lead the audi- | 
ence to the conclusion that they understand the ironic gesture, while | 


the irony is left intentionally unclear. No one is meant to get the | 


joke. In that moment of confusion — like the car buyer subjected to 
a disassociative hypnotic technique — the consumer absorbs the image 
within the image: two sexy kids in Diesel jeans. Thinking of yourself 
as hip enough to “get” it—no matter what “it” may be —means being 
susceptible to lying to yourself, and to being programmed as a result. 
That’s all coercion really is, after all: convincing a person to lie to 
himself by any means necessary. The stance of ironic detachment, 
while great for protecting ourselves from straightforward linear stories ! 
and associations, nonetheless makes us vu | 


f ierable to more sophisti- 
cated forms of infli@nce>After a while, even a detached person begins j 
to long for a sense of meaning or some value, any value, to accept’ 
completely and genuinely. In spite of their well-publicized cynicism, 
so-called Generation Xers reveal in numerous studies that they often 
feel lost and without purpose. Disillusioned with role models, the 
political process, and media hype, they are nonetheless seeking some- / 
thing to believe in. F 
As people search for a sense of authenticity in their increasingly 
disconnected “virtual” experience, advertisers seize on the opportu- 
nity to help us delude ourselves into thinking we haven't really lost 
touch. A shrewd advertisement for an airphone service shows a busi- 
nessman stuck on a jet flight while his young daughter dances in a 
recital at her elementary school. He has foregone his family obliga- | 
tions in the name of business. But in the airphone commercial, he 
calls his daughter from the plane after her recital, and, basked in 
golden light, she is as delighted to hear his telephonic voice as she 
would have been to see him in the flesh. The television viewer who 


is searching for meaning in his life will accept the faulty premise of 
the advertisement: that the airplane telephone can actually connect 
him with a life he has left behind. 

The back-to-basics authenticity of such advertisements capitalizes 
on a growing sense that we are no longer in touch with who we really 


are. In the past, advertisers worked to generate this sense of discon- 
nection. In the 1950s and 1960s, a markerter would present an image, 
personality, or story with which we were meant to identify, and then 
stretch that image in order to make us feel unworthy, to give us 
something to aspire to: The girl in the hair-color advertisement looks 
just like me—when I was twenty years younger and five shades less 
gray; the woman in the commercial has a dirty kitchen and noisy 
children just like me... but she is confident enough in her rug 
cleaner to throw a dinner party for her husband’s business partners 
that night. The viewer identified with the character, only to be made 
to feel unworthy by comparison. 

Today, however, a deep sense of disconnection and unworthiness 
is just the starting point for the detached viewer. As a result, the 
opposite effect takes place: We welcome the opportunity to let down 
our guard, even for a moment. Having grown to resent all the striving 
toward the ideals represented in commercials, we yearn to get off the 
treadmill of yearning altogether. We yearn not to yearn—to be still 
and content. To just be. 

The newest approach to the antiyearning urge capitalizes on these 
feelings. The Calvin Klein CK Be perfume advertisements offer the 
media-fatigued sophisticate a chance to relax and literally “just be.” 
Uniquely beautiful and detached-looking young people stare conf- 
dently into the lens. Beneath them are captions like “Be hot. Be cool. 
Just be.” The slogans in companion ads all stress that people should 
have the ability to express their individuality and be who they really 
are. “CK Be fragrance is about who you are . . . it’s about the freedom 
to express your individuality . . . it’s about the freedom to be yourself.” 

The astonishing supposition of these ads is that the young audience 
for whom they are intended does not feel they already have permis- 
sion to just be. Unlike the models in the advertisements, who appear 
to have earned their cool resolve by draining the life out of themselves 
through dedicated heroin abuse, the audience must expend effort to 
maintain a sense of self against the onslaught of commercials and 
other coercive messages. The CK Be ads suggest that if we just buy 


one thing—a single bottle of perfume—we can finally be who we 
really are with no further effort. 

Like all of the image-based advertising that went before it, the CK 
Be campaign once again capitalizes on its audience’s undetermined 
sense of self. A person who is striving not to strive is striving none- 
theless — perhaps even more desperately than those who are simply 
yearning for a better lifestyle. Our aspiration toward a simpler, less 
taxing way of relating to the world around us makes us no less vul- 
nerable to the suggestions of others on how best to get there. Being 
“in” is a booby prize, since it depends on a false and further self- 
defeating claim to exclusivity. The emergence of a protective, ironic 
stance, though temporarily immunizing, only contributes to our long- 
ing for ways to feel genuine and connected—and will likely turn out 
to be just one more chapter in the greater narrative of the history of 
advertising. 


CHAPTER SIX 


I knew if | could get six more people to join, Pd have 
enough money to quit. 
—A multilevel marketing dropout 


Stephanie didn’t know she wanted to be “in.” Like many Amer- 
icans, she only wanted a better, safer, and more prosperous life for 
her family. Thus she was a prime target. 

After two years at state college studying to be an English teacher, 
Stephanie (not her real name) got pregnant and dropped out to get 
married. She moved to Houston, Texas, in 199] with her new hus- 
band, who landed a job on the assembly line of a local computer 
plant. With an income of just under $40,000 per year, life with the 
three daughters they had over the next five years was modest but 
manageable. 

By the time her youngest had started kindergarten, Stephanie be- 
came a bit restless with suburban living. After reading a series of 
articles in a fashion magazine about women with challenging careers, 
she decided that her life would be more rewarding if she could gen- 
erate her own income. She also believed the additional cash would 
make it possible for her family to move to a well-publicized new 
neighborhood across town, which had strict residential zoning rules 
and a private security force. She had been reading the developer's 
glossy brochures for months. Houston wasn’t an extremely dangerous 


city, but their neighborhood was suffering from an increase in rob- 
beries and assaults. With three daughters, Stephanie wanted some of 
the peace of mind that the private community's literature guaranteed. 

Stephanie met with a career counselor, but the pickings were slim. 
She would need additional training just to qualify to be a temp office 
worker, a job she didn’t even want to do. She hoped to work from 
her home so she could spend time with her daughters. 

Later that week, she noticed a handwritten flyer on the community 
bulletin board at her local supermarket: “Harn upwards of $8,000 per 
week in your spare time.” Although it sounded too good to be true, 
Stephanie tore off one of the small tabs at the bottom of the flyer, 
which had a phone number typed onto it. When she got home she 
called the number, and that very evening, an impeccably dressed 
middle-aged woman we'll call Barbara arrived at Stephanie’s home 
in a shiny new sedan. 

While Stephanie’s husband and daughters watched TV in the fam- 
ily room, Barbara made her pitch to Stephanie in the kitchen. By 
becoming a distributor of high-quality, all-natural health products, 
Stephanie could soon be earning more than her husband. After an 
initial investment of just $600 for a sales kit, Stephanie would be an 
official distributor. By selling just $200 worth of supplements per 
week for four weeks, she would become a regional distributor, with 
the right to recruit distributors of her own. She would then collect a 
portion of commissions earned by all the distributors under her, as 
well as the distributors under them once they, too, became regional 
distributors. And once she had six distributors beneath her, each sell- 
ing a minimum of $200 worth of health products a week, Stephanie 
would become a regional director and receive a $500 bonus every 
week directly from the company, in addition to her regular commis- 
sions. 

Stephanie was unsure. It sounded like a lot of work, and she was 
suspicious of marketing schemes. Barbara assured her this wasn’t tra- 
ditional multilevel marketing, but rather a new form of distribution 
called “network marketing.” The difference with this system, accord- 


ing to Barbara, was that “everybody comes out a winner, no matter 
how much they end up selling.” 

Stephanie still refused to make the initial investment without a 
few days to think it over. Barbara said she understood completely and 
gave Stephanie some samples as free gifts, to use while she made up 
her mind. Barbara also left her with a videotape that described the 
great benefits of the products as well as the way they were marketed. 

Stephanie and her husband watched the slickly-produced video- 
tapes. A TV actress narrated, and housewives were shown selling 
health products to one another, earning money and prizes, driving 
shiny new cars, and even moving into mansions. After watching the 
tape, Stephanie thought this might be a good idea after all. Her hus- 
band insisted it was a scam, however, and convinced Stephanie to try 
something more conventional. 

The next morning, Barbara called with “great news.” She had an 
invitation for Stephanie to attend an event at a nearby motor lodge, 
sponsored by the health products company. There would be free gifts 
for everyone who came, and Stephanie would have a chance to clear 
up any of her misgivings about the company. Before Stephanie had 
the chance to explain that she had decided not to become a distrib- 
utor, Barbara had convinced her to come to the party. 

The gathering turned out to be more like a rally. As Stephanie sat 
next to Barbara in a folding chair, she watched women rise to an- 
nounce how many products they had sold that week, how many new 
distributors they had signed up, and how their lives had changed since 
becoming network marketers. After each speech, the other women 
cheered and applauded. A charismatic woman in front of the room, 
the vice president to whom all the regional directors reported, showed 
slides of upcoming products, congratulated the group on breaking a 
company sales record, and led the women in a short, nondenomi- 
national prayer. 

Eventually, Barbara rose and announced that she had brought a 
newcomer, Stephanie. Everyone cheered. Barbara told the crowd 
what details she knew of Stephanie’s life —how she had left college 


after getting pregnant, and how she wanted to move to a better neigh- 
borhood. Stephanie squirmed and wished she hadn’t come. She felt 
self-conscious about being exposed to the others, and uncomfortable 
being stared at—especially by such well-dressed women when she 
was wearing jeans and an old sweater. 

But after the main event was over, she found herself surrounded 
by a group of supportive women who scemed truly interested in her 
life and aspirations. They understood how hard it was to find a good 
job, especially if you wanted to be home by the time school let out. 
They understood why Stephanie would hope to raise her daughters 
in a safer neighborhood. They all had been there. And they all had 
made something better out of their lives. 

Convinced that she had found the answer to her lifelong financial 
and esteem problems, Stephanie signed a check for $600 and went 
home with her new sales kit. 

Using the forms in her package, Stephanie made lists of everyone 
to whom she possibly might sell the supplements, putting stars next 
to the names of friends who might someday want to become distrib- 
utors themselves. Then she started making calls and reading the pre- 
pared sales scripts to the people on her list. 

The first week, Stephanie sold more than $300 worth of merchan- 
dise. The second week, she sold $220 worth—still above the amount 
necessary to become a regional distributor. The third week, her 
daughter got the flu, which is why, Stephanie rationalized, she sold 
only about $180 worth of products. T'o keep her total over $200, she 
bought $20 worth of vitamins for herself. By the fourth week, Ste- 
phanie had exhausted her list. She managed to sell an additional $80 
worth of health products to her aunt, and a little less than that to her 
neighbors by going door-to-door. Although she feared she might be 
getting in over her head, she spent $50 more of her own money 
buying additional samples of new products to get over the $200 hur- 
dle. 

Now Stephanie was free to earn the big bucks by getting her 
friends to sell the products themselves. She called the people on her 
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list who had bought from her, and (as instructed by her sales manual) 
encouraged them to share with her the benefits they had already 
noticed. To her amazement, in that first week as a regional distrib- 
utor, she managed to get three of them to agree to become distrib- 
utors. She still needed three more to become a regional director and 
start receiving that $500 bonus every week. 

Stephanie’s fourth prospect, the mother of one of her daughter’s 
schoolmates, seemed genuinely interested in making money, but was 
embarrassed to sell to her own friends. Luckily, the company was 
throwing its next monthly rally at the motor lodge. Stephanie brought 
her friend and felt genuine surprise as she found herself standing up 
to share with the group just how great she felt about the company, 
and how much money she had made. In reality, because of the prod- 
ucts she had bought herself to stay at the $200 level, Stephanie had 
only broken even, but she preferred to share only her weekly totals — 
and even inflated those just a bit, in order to impress and encourage 
her new prospect. Cheered on by close to a hundred other distribu- 
tors, Stephanie vowed to become a regional director before the end 
of the month. Her friend signed on that very evening. 

With renewed vigor, Stephanie easily sold her $200 quota for the 
week. In fact, she sold more than $800 worth of health products 
herself. But failing to find any new distributor prospects, Stephanie 
decided to sign up her children as the last two members of the team, 
and then simply sell the additional $400 worth herself. Even if she 
failed, she figured she would still net $100 profit after she began 
receiving the $500 checks. 

Barbara noticed that two of Stephanie’s new salespeople had the 
same last name, and she called to inquire if everything was okay. 
Barbara had seen other new salespeople become overextended, and 
she wanted to make sure Stephanie was working at an appropriate 
pace. Stephanie considered telling Barbara the truth, but then she 
thought better of it and explained that she had signed on her sister 
and aunt. She didn’t want to reveal her sorry state to her superior, 
for fear of losing the opportunity to move up. 


. What Stephanie hadn’t taken into account was that her four dis- 
tributors wouldn’t necessarily be able to sell their $200 quotas. The 
didn’t, so Stephanie never did get her $500 bonus. Within a 
weeks, two of her salespeople quit, and none of the four had remained 
Stephanie’s friend. No one was able to sell $200 worth of health 
products in a week, and everyone wanted out. Meanwhile, strugelin 
to maintain three distributors’ worth of quotas herself Sepliadielicd 
accumulated hundreds of dollars’ worth of unsold stock in her base 
ment. She called Barbara, who gently told Stephanie that there a 
no way to return the unused products to the company. Ste soe 
would have to pay for them herself on her credit card. She = d 
moted back down to the distributor level, at which oa he : i 
find another job. i i ae 

What Stephanie realized too late in her quest to raise her stati 
was that she had fallen victim to a version of one of ‘he ee ie 
pendable and self-sustaining coercive systems in practice today: the 
oe Used by cults, businesses, get-rich lecturers, Sree iak 
keters, and unprincipled stock market gurus, the pyramid con in 
the techniques of andaa and a a ae 
and the positive feedback of social sehaarkin re a 

iti é g to thwart its victims 
rational decision-making processes. 

Just the idea of a pyramid is enough to evoke an emotional re- 
sponse from most of us. The pyramid pictured on the back of the 
dollar bill has provided an endless source of speculation fas cons i 
acy theorists. And although that image has long been mistakenl me 
tributed to the Masons, it contains an element essential to p eau 
ee which is that they depend on the creation of an oe 
a ARE a seit enlightenment at the 
l : suffin—the ironically worthless object 
in a Hitchcock film that everyone gets murdered over —the goal itself 
need have no actual disclosed value. The system depends aa on 
the people at the bottom of the pyramid believing that i 
special awaits them at the top. In fact, the real value of this goal a 


never be revealed. It must appear limitless, and thus capable of re- 
warding an unlimited number of new seckers. 

Most typically, pyramids serve the purposes of ruthless religions 
and cults hoping to expand their memberships. In many cases, a 
charismatic leader personifies the ultimate goal. An “awakened be- 
ing” presents himself as having attained or inherited spiritual perfec- 
tion, which enables him to transmit some portion of his divinity to 
his followers. The task for cult members is to journey up the pyramid 
of commitment and devotion in order to move closer to the idealized 
but unattainable goal. Often, the way their progress in this quest is 
judged —and the way they come to feel closer to the cult leader — is 
by acquiring new members. The hundredth member of a cult can 
consider himself part of the inner circle only after another thousand 
people have joined. (Likewise, the hundredth employee of a corpo- 
ration like Microsoft is considered to be one of its founding fathers 
once a few thousand other workers have entered the ranks.) 

A cult member’s unshakable faith and dogged determination in 
his cause, sometimes even to the point of death, attests to the extraor- 
dinary power of the pyramid technique. The pyramid can motivate 
a group of otherwise normal people to sacrifice everything they hold 
dear in the name of a higher goal. Thus it was only a matter of time 
before the pyramid became a tool of business. 

Today, multilevel marketing companies like Herbalife, Mary Kay, 
and Amway incorporate aspects of pyramidal persuasion into their 
marketing strategies. Although these businesses are capable of actually 
generating wealth for their salespeople, the techniques they use to 
solicit and maintain those employee-customers amount to a power- 
fully coercive selling system. Like in pyramids, the illusion in MLMs 
is that an individual moves up as he performs the tasks set out for 
him. The fact is that salespeople only appear to move up in relation- 
ship to the newcomers filling in the places lower on the totem pole. 
As Stephanie learned, to earn and hold one’s place, an amateur sales- 
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a certain quantity, too. The 
o i o too. The people who make the most money are 

erefore, not those who sell a 

‘ ell the most merchandi 
ae ‘ aandise but those who 
people capable of filling n iti 
ew positions beneath the 

ae p i hem. 
successful multilevel business’s best customers : 


are etimes i 
Ta are sometimes its own 


You Can Have It All 


In a few ca 

P ases, the members actu: 

W ee : members actually do make money — if they’ve 
ak oard early enough to benefit from the multitudes who fol- 
ow later. Multilevel marketers combine 


: a simple ari fennel 
with the psychological pul aple arithmetic principle 


| of the “pyramid top” ¢ 

of the hands of the many, into the ae eee iding | P 
together is the faulty premise of earnin TA 
faith in one’s ability to do so. 

I began my career as a Mary Kay Beauty Consultant in Octol 
of 1977,” opens one of the testimonials on a Mary ne 
Web site. “I didn’t think I wanted to be is 
I would become a Consul 


g something simply by having 


Kay salesperson’s 

: a Consultant; never dreamed 

ant. But, here I am, nine 

ae ee ; am, nineteen years later, 

wy Kay Senior Sales Director and driving my fifth free car f 

the Company.” mai 

It is telling that a pe “di 
7 : oe that i person who “didn’t think” she wanted to be a 
onsultant now realizes that she rez l 
zes that she really wanted to all al 
she had known what sl i SSA 
at she wanted in the first place! T] ivational 

ae re nes piace! Ihe motivational 
i ay company’s system helps their sz 

sb | sales consultant 
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sae that they don’t know what they want, and then replaces thei 

original priorities with a new one: to “have it all.” lie 


Pyramid scheme a 
y schemes and multilevel marketing businesses are less 


a ee product than selling the system itself. Like cults, the 
most successful multilevel marketi — 

arketing companies use God i 

Se u g a ise God as their 

a ng bee Kay Ash explains in her biography, Mary Kay 

van Have It All~a book that ar i 

m H é x that amounts to little more than ; 

promotional tool for her sales c “T let 

sales company — “Today, I can aff 
ee i ay, I can affirm that 
1e growth and success of Mary Kay Cosmetics is a direct result of 


having taken God as our guide. I believe he blessed our company 
because its motivation is right.” 

No matter how many times the absolute goal of “having it all” is 
repeated, most women first join because they are desperate to escape 
a difficult situation. Materials for new members (some of which are 
generated by individual salespeople) feature testimonials that include 
the painful recounting of divorces, chauvinism in the workplace, and 
losing loved ones to cancer. 

Sadly, many inductees to multilevel marketing systems make very 
little money. Directors encourage them to buy as large a set of tools 
and inventory as they can afford, citing the overly optimistic (or at 
least misapplied) logic that thinking positively makes positive things 
happen. New recruits often take out high-interest loans to gain en- 
trance, but never successfully sell their merchandise or more mem- 
berships. Desperate to pay back their loans, the recruits make extreme 
efforts to get friends and family to sign up. “I knew if I could get six 
more people to join, Pd have enough money to quit,” one ex- 
salesperson of an MLM explained to me. “But I couldn't do that to 
my friends.” (Luckily, to fight negative publicity and to distinguish 

its members from pyramid scheme operators, the Direct Sales Asso- 
ciation has instituted a new policy requiring companies to buy back 
90 percent of a distributor’s inventory if he or she decides to leave.) 

Many MLMs help their salespeople overcome the obvious discom- 
fort associated with enlisting their friends. Mary Kay, for example, 
rationalizes this game of financial musical chairs through a bizarre 
corollary of “the Golden Rule as a business philosophy.” This is 
where religion, business, and the “pyramid” combine in a danger- 
ously coercive psychological trick. 

As far as I can tell, the thinking goes like this: Since this is such 
a terrific opportunity, you should want your friends to take part in it, 
too. Yes, they'll experience the same initial discomfort that you are 
feeling right now, but then they, too, will take the necessary steps to 


bring others into the company, and everything will be fine. Have 


enough faith in God and the power of positive thinking to eradicate 
this doubt! Look above yourself in the company and see how wealthy 
and happy everyone is. Your weakness now is selfish and betrays a 
lack of faith in yourself, your company, and God. 

Many Mary Kay members admit that they occasionally have mis- 
givings about the organization but that motivational meetings and 
videotapes help them push through their doubts. As one New Jersey 
saleswoman rationalized to an Asbury Park Press reporter (November 
26, 1995), “To become successful in any endeavor, you've got to get 
out of your comfort zone.” 

Those who are able to function well outside the comfort zone are 
rewarded with tokens of the elusive “glowing eye.” Mary Kay distrib- 
utors who earn twelve recruits and “unit wholesale production” of 
$16,000 within four months get a red Pontiac Grand Am. Those who 
earn thirty recruits and $65,000 of production within six months win 
a pink Pontiac Grand Prix, while $100,000 wins the famous pink 
Mary Kay Cadillac that the distributor can show off to t 
who earned it for her. 


Similarly, successful sales an 


re underlings 


d recruitment earn a woman a higher 
place in the company. If a consultant can generate enough sales and 
bring in enough new recruits, she can advance to the level of sales 
director or national sales director, Mary Kay literature touts that “after 
a Beauty Consultant advances to a Director, it is her responsibility to 
provide her sales group —or unit—with ongoing leadership and guid- 
ance. The Director earns her position through a combined effort of 
her proven selling and recruiting skills and the ability to motivate and 
lead other Beauty Consultants. Currently, more than 8,000 women 
are Mary Kay Directors.” With more than 8,000 at the director level 
it’s no wonder these women still 


» 


strive toward becoming national sales 
directors, who not only command the 8,000 directors but also enjoy 
private audiences with their charismatic leader, Mary Kay herself. 
The hundreds of multilevel marketing companies operating in the 
United States today all work on similar principles. Amway boasts 
more than 2.5 million distributors, although only 41 percent of these 


are actively trying to sell products or recruit new aa ce ne 
lucky and motivated 41 percent average only $88 per ue a 
income, according to research conducted by Albany’s Times Un 
{ ite recently, multilevel marketing companies have ee ie 
faith in God with a New Age faith in the philosophy of t is a 
themselves. Companies selling herbal remedies, water ie ie i 
other “natural” products earn their spiritual credentials y ae 
the illusion that they are working to combat the stresses es a : 
of the modern world. Salespeople convince themselves oa o j 
serving the higher purpose of cleaning the environment, or spreading 
istic th cures. l 
eo n who became a distributor for a Boo 
firm selling magnetic insoles, explains it, These ee ne foe La 
ple’s lives.” He believes his products were sold only rele ys ha 
marketing because of a conspiracy by the F ood D are 
tration to prevent healing devices from reaching regular 7 : ie 2 
As a result, Spivas says, he was selling not just E oi i Aa 
seeing the world. “And that’s worth as much as the magnets 
gone marketing businesses degenerate into outright ae 
schemes as the products or benefits being offered ces ick 
less tangible. Although a majority of the money is made uae F 
ship fees and commissions, most MLMs have a P Į Snare 
sell, even if at a noncompetitive price. Less oitwarc y na a a 
by-night multilevel marketing schemes sell Ronee an 
ip i i io. These Ponzis only promise that if you 
bership in a get-rich scenario. These Ponzis only P ee 
pay money to the person at the top of the pyramid, ia K A 
will be at the top of the pyramid yourself, and then other people 
some money, too. l 
Eoee re ii Ponzi scheme gets its one ae 
Charles Ponzi, an Italian immigrant and successful sea = 
ment broker who sought to capitalize on the simple eee ° a 
ometric progression. In 1920, he set up an investment scheme thé 


promised “hifty percent profit in forty-five days” for all who invested 
in his foreign postal coupons. He was able to fulfill his wild guar- 
antees by paying off early investors with the cash he collected from 
growing hordes of newcomers. He collected more than $9,500,000 
in this manner. Within six months, however, Ponzi had run out of 
new investors from whom he could get the money to pay off those 
whose coupons had matured. Thousands of people lost their life sav- 
ings, and Ponzi was sent to prison. His name was forever equated 
with the pyramid investment game. 

The problem inherent in any Ponzi scheme is that eventually the 
well will run dry. The market will either become oversaturated with 
product (if there is one), or the bottom of the pyramid will become 
so big that there are simply not enough people left in the world to 
buy in. The people at the bottom of the pyramid must lose. 

Consider the math. If each member of a pyramid scheme is re- 
quired to recruit just ten new members, paying $100 each, then by 
three levels the pyramid will need one thousand new members. Three 
levels later, new recruits will need to find one million more partici- 
pants to earn their quota. Three levels more, a billion. Whether the 
Ponzi scheme involves selling empty promises or real products, the 
numbers remain the same. 

Thus pyramid and Ponzi artists attempt to convince new recruits 
that they have gotten in on the “ground floor” of a unique income- 
generating opportunity. ‘The inevitable dilution of potential earnings 
becomes the motivation to “get in early.” The victims’ greed out- 
weighs their common sense. When they invariably lose, they justify 
the disaster: If only they had gotten in on an earlier level, everything 

would have been different. In a compulsive cycle, they go from one 
scheme to another, chasing their losses in the hope of getting in 
earlier than the last time. The population of regular participants has 
grown so large that it qualifies as a bona fide subculture. The un- 
derground world of Ponzi schemes spills out into the classified pages 
of newspapers and online bulletin boards of the Internet, hoping to 
draw in more players. Addicts scour the ads and evaluate new 


schemes with the misdirected fervor of a gambler “calculating” the 
probability of a roulette wheel. But Ponzi schemes, like Las Vegas 
craps tables, are suckers’ games. Everyone loses but the house. 

The Internet has proved a fertile ground for pyramid schemes, and 
the enforcement agencies charged with regulating them don’t have 
enough resources to track them all down. Countless pieces of junk 
mail are delivered to the users of America Online every day, offering 
“unique business opportunities” that are “completely P gobi 
ingly, these scams work as intended: They rob people of their se! 
and create huge profits for their originators, all within the letter o 
the iaw. | ae 

Although it is currently illegal to launch a Ponzi scheme, it : oe 
legal to sell things to people. In other words, you an't a y 
people to send money to someone higher up ina pyramid; ny mus 
receive something in return. Internet Ponzis nominally meet this le- 
gal requirement by selling “information” in the form of mailing lists 
or even just the instructions on how to participate in the Ponzi 
scheme itself. They sell nothing more than the rules on how to extend 
the Ponzi. Just as MLMs lead their customers to think of themselves 
as new “distributors,” successful Ponzis lead the participants to believe 
that they are the new perpetrators. = a. 

Many of the infomercials on TV for wealth-building He 
work in precisely this way. The television viewers pay a few hundrec 
dollars for kits that show them how to generate wealth by placing 
advertisements in newspapers selling “information.” What sort of in- 
formation are they given to sell? The same information —how to place 
ads in newspapers to generate wealth! More expensive kits include 
video and audio cassettes with vague and motivational themes. Their 
purpose is to help would-be Ponzi schemers convince er a 
they're doing nothing wrong and that they owe it to themselves is o 
on the winning side for a change. Some packages include a list j 
newspapers and the addresses of their classified advertising depart- 
ments. (At least someone makes a profit off the scam.) 

Other Ponzis invite their prospects to free seminars at local hotels. 


Using a mixture of showmanship and other influence techniques, the 
presenters relieve audiences of their hard-earned money by drawing 
them into the illusion of a business opportunity. The only qualifica- 
tion needed to become a member is to show up at the seminar. 

“In fact, you've already taken the first and most critical step for- 
ward,” explained the welcoming literature for a seminar I attended 
at an airport hotel. “This may be the most important step you'll ever 
take in your quest.” Once the audience was seated and ready, the 
hosts made a point of closing and locking the reception-room doors. 
“That’s it!” the host told us. “Nobody else is getting in. You are it!” 
He wanted to make sure the audience knew that no one else would 
get in at this level of the pyramid. Then, like a vaudeville hypnotist 
asking for volunteers, the speaker selected a person from the audience 
to come up on the stage. He handed him a hundred-dollar bill and 
said he could keep it. “How does that feel?” he asked, implying that 
everyone who signed up for the program would have to get used to 
this feeling of being given money, seemingly for nothing. 

The presenter assured his audience that they had, indeed, found 
an “opportunity too good to be true.” He told us of the hundreds of 
possible business plans we could launch, but never specifically men- 
tioned any one of them. By the end of the seminar, about two-thirds 
of the audience had signed checks for $599 to participate. What they 
received was information on how to create a Web site and then use 
it to launch a business of their own. 

Although less dramatic than a live stage show, the Internet is an 
easier place to launch a Ponzi. Broadcasting a message to thousands 
of recipients costs almost nothing, and a clever piece of e-mail can 
seem more personal than a television ad. Internet-style Ponzis usually 
consist of a message that is disseminated throughout cyberspace. Be- 
cause the letters that work the best tend to get distributed more 
widely, Ponzis have developed according to the rules of natural se- 
lection. Today’s surviving Ponzi letters utilize a wide range of influ- 
ence techniques. 

The subject line of the letter, like all good junk e-mail, exists only 


to fool the user into opening the message. “$50,000 in 30 Days, re 
anteed!” is a popular one. A more recent ruse Is to make the ee 
look as though it were misdirected. The recipient line was 
“Bill,” and the subject line will say something like “Get peck © me 
on this today.” ‘The entire letter might be in the form of eae 
dence between two fictional people. The recipient is to believe he is 
the lucky beneficiary of a computer glitch. te 
The writer of the e-mail will assume the role of a charismatic 
leader and will often claim to have either a credentialed ney > i 
lawyer or businessman, or a coincidental stroke of good sie ie 
results are kept vague, like “Imagine yourself on a ooo yacht. t 
letter asserts that “your luck has already changed l and that now : 
small amount of effort must be expended: “It won t work for you i 
vt try i” 
Bon a series of numbers ends with a ae ye 
tion: “All you need to do is follow the program EXACTL 
STRUCTED.” l 
i era “sold” by most of these Internet-style Ponzis are z 
lists of e-mail addresses that the participants can use to launch Bel 
own Ponzis. It never occurs to the victims that these are probably n 
very same lists that have been used hundreds of times before, mostly 
er Ponzi victims. . 
1 a of the Ponzi schemes trade on the superstitions of A 
more paranoid recipients: “Dolon Fairchild received this roe 
not believing it, threw it away. Nine days later he died.” Li ae 
tional “magic” chain letters, these Ponzis augment the lure o a 
cial reward with a supernatural punishment for Seas ae 
greedy victim who refuses to acknowledge his own desire for -gotten 
“ash can now justify his decision as an act of self-preservation. 


Knocking on Heaven’s Door 


i i ith a pyramid’s persuasive tug was the 
My own brief experience with a pyramid’s persuasive tug wa 


result of a failed relationship with a woman who was deeply involved 


in : New - ae led by a Balinese guru. I first met Janet (not her 
teal name) at a theater works k the origi 
bers of the Actors eae Pea T Aa ane 
| ) ating for about two 
months, Janet began to tell me about another of her teachers —a ver 
spiritual man who was even more inspiring to her than our ese 
maestro. Although her New Age beliefs had never been an site I 
had always wondered just why they were so important to Her So at 
her encouragement, I took advantage of a free “introduction” ben 
na at a villa that his followers kept for him in Santa Monica i 
diet a eae 
| a New Age ashram. 
It looked more like the home office of a successful psychiatrist. When 
a guru himself emerged wearing a Ralph Lauren suit and Bend 
Pe ee 
~ enough to set off any al; 
He greeted me with a handshake, and n i P a rae 
eg ad already told 
him a lot about me. He was looking forward to seeing if I was capable 
of experiencing “the colors,” and brought me into a small nes He 
then closed the door and asked me to sit down and relax. He w ed 
his hands around, then moved behind me. Thats a p m aes 
swirls of color seemed to emanate from the air. Sah nen 
Ce a 
, , as if he had been auditionin 
me. “You had a great entrance. You could go very far.” i 
After performing free introductions on a number of other newcom- 
ers, the soft-spoken spiritual leader gave a lecture by candlelight, us- 
ing concepts from pop psychology and basic Buddhism. His faithful 
followers —among them several prominent therapists, businesspeople 
and religion professors— nodded along, entranced b his hr ae 
cadence. I tried to follow his wandering logic as best as I atid i 
to keep my cynicism in check. He presented himself as the exalusive 
doorway to a new level of consciousness and peace. Although it was 
hard to accept that the Buddha himself had been reincarnated as n 
Asian pop psychologist, his ability to “create colors” had, according 


to the respected clientele present, been documented by a number of 
established scientific institutes. If nothing else, this man seemed to 
possess some miraculous abilities worthy of exploration. 

The guru told me I was a suitable candidate for follow-up “color 
cleansings,” at a cost of $200 each. My girlfriend told me I should 
be honored to have been approved as a student, and encouraged me 
to take advantage of this unique opportunity. Only by paying for 
cleansings would I begin to experience their great benefit. After two 
or three of these, however, 1 learned that only after a $2,000 “full- 
spectrum encounter,” in which I was to sleep overnight at the villa- 
ashram, would I be capable of “melting” the accumulated distortions 
I had developed over my twenty-six years of unclear living. Luckily, 
before I moved up to that level of financial commitment, I had a 
chance to speak to some of the people who had dropped out of the 
group — most of them women who had paid thousands of dollars over 
a period of years for what turned out to be ritualized sexual abuse 
performed by the guru during these overnight retreats. 

One young dropout, a philosophy grad student at USC, told me 
that the guru had brushed his hands against her breasts during her 
very first cleansing. Afraid it may have simply been an accident, she 
said nothing about it. Cleansing after cleansing, he made further 
advances, until she was sure his groping was intentional. When she 
complained to one of the guru’s assistants, she was not believed. In- 
stead, she was immediately brought before the guru, who, alone with 
the girl, convinced her it was she who slowly seduced him. ‘Then she 
was brought before the entire cult to be reprimanded for lying, and 

she eventually recanted her accusation. After this incident, she re- 
mained a member for more than a year, rationalizing that she was 
responsible for temporarily corrupting her teacher’s absolute purity. 

Other students welcomed his advances and looked forward to 
nights when they would be chosen to sleep with him. Sometimes as 
many as three or four women would service the guru at once. Even 
though most cult members had taken a vow of celibacy, the women 
still were encouraged to offer their bodies to their teacher so that they 


could receive the “physical essence” of his energy. The intercourse 
was never referred to as sex but as sharing a “divine intimacy.” Like 
a child molester preying on his own daughter’s need to be loved, the 
guru made his victims complicit in their molestation. Very offen he 
had sex with students who were already married, so that he could 
subtly blackmail these women later. In any case, the women who had 
sex with the guru were forced to convince themselves that they as 
doing something sacred, which drew them further into the cult: the 
alternative was just too horrible to confront. 

Without revealing to her all the evidence I had gathered, I gentl 

asked Janet if she had engaged in any kind of sexual Bonia wilh re 
teacher, which she vehemently denied. “He doesn’t get anything at 
all from us,” she insisted. I knew if I pressed too hard, I would he 
her completely. I hoped my questions would crack her resolve and 
lead her to ask a few questions herself. But in a few days she told me 
of her plans to go on a group retreat with the guru to Hawaii, and 
she asked if I wanted to come along. I didn’t, but neither did [want 
to leave her so vulnerable to this dangerous man. I felt obliged to tell 
her everything I knew. She seemed a little shocked — less by what I 
told her than by the fact that I knew so much and had gone to such 
pains to research her teacher’s darker side. By the next morning 
however, after she made a few phone calls to other cult Hende 
she tumed on me. “How dare you try to shake my faith!” she cried, 

She went on the retreat and moved into the ashram shortly after- 
ward, refusing to take any of my phone calls. I spoke with her parents 
who told me they were more concerned about keeping their aho 
daughters out of the cult (Janet’s sisters had already experienced ses- 
sions) than saving the one already so far in. 

Why do cult members allow themselves to be subjected to such 
are! and exploitation by their superiors, and, once they reach the 
higher levels of the organization, why do they perpetuate such atroc- 
ities? The answer can be found by looking at other voluntary hazin 
practiced by less formal social hierarchies, like street gangs aaa fee 
ternities. ‘These groups have seized upon rites of passage to indoctri- 


nate their members that are just as brutal and humiliating as any cult 
initiation. The severity of the humiliation inflicted is matched only 
by the resulting dedication to the group. ‘The more intense the haz- 
ing, the more intense the loyalty to the club that dispenses it. 

Newspaper headlines are filled with accounts of murders commit- 

ted by young men as part of their initiation into violent street gangs. 
At the outset, initiates into street gangs are “beat in” by veterans. They 
must submit to an intense flurry of kicks and punches by the gang's 
members for either a specified period of time or until the gang leader 
has judged that the initiate has taken enough abuse. ‘The Gangster 
Disciples of Portage, Wisconsin, beat a thirteen-year-old girl for six 
minutes after she elected to submit to a bruising rather than be “sexed 
in” by six fifteen-year-old boys. Unlike their urban counterparts, few 
of these suburban and rural gangs break laws for profit. They don’t 
generally deal drugs for organized crime, nor do they commit armed 
robberies or muggings. Their most violent actions are directed against 
their own members and those of rival gangs. 

Once the beating-in has been completed, inductees of the most 
violent gangs are made to perform the next rite of passage, which is 
to commit murder. While some gangs require the initiate to kill a 
member of a rival group, most prefer that the initiate pick someone 
at random. This distinction is important. For effective indoctrination, 
the requests made to the subject must not always appear to be in the 
authority's best interest. If a gang leader directs an initiate to kill one 
of the gang’s enemies, the order has a practical purpose. The initiate 
can rationalize what he has been asked to do as beneficial to someone 
else. If, on the other hand, he has been asked to commit a random 
act of violence, the murder simply bestows authority onto the people 
who commanded him to do it. The intended effect is regression and 
transference. Moreover, the initiate knows that the sole purpose of 
the murder he has committed is to secure his own initiation. A hu- 
man life has been spent on his membership and nothing else. 

The painful hazings inflicted by college fraternities during “hell 
week” initiations work on the same principles. Although most frater- 


nities engage in some form of community service, very few allow such 
charity to interfere with the senseless humiliation of their members’ 
initiation ceremonies. A study conducted at the University of Wash- 
ington revealed that only one fraternity related its hell week rituals 
to any socially meaningful project. The beatings, starvation, exposure 
to cold, sexual humiliation, and other hazing activities have no dis- 
cernible purpose other than the degradation and indoctrination of 
new members. 

I interviewed two alumni from an infamous Ivy League secret so- 
ciety that boasts several prominent politicians and businessmen as its 
members. ‘The initiation ceremony they say they endured requires 
inductees to lie in a coffin and masturbate in full view of the older 
members. (Of course, these alumni might simply have been main- 
taining yet another cult tradition of exaggerating the severity of their 
hazing rituals.) Obviously, no purpose is served by this sort of self- 
degradation other than the humiliation of the participants. Submit- 
ting to such a harsh trial forces the initiate to justify the inherent 
value of the group he has joined. It is a retroactive reasoning, as one 
initiate expressed: “Once you do it, you have to believe it was worth 
it.” 

Some initiates come to embrace their hazing so much that they 
are willing to fight to retain their right to be humiliated. When, in 
reaction to a hazing death on campus, the president of the University 
of Southern California attempted to mandate supervision over frater- 
nity initiation, the campus rioted. The steadfastness with which fra- 
ternities maintain their violent initiations in the face of extreme 
pressure to the contrary appears to prove they are a cherished social 
rite. But why? 

Psychologist Robert Cialdini, in his book Influence: The Psychology 
of Persuasion, found an answer in a study conducted in the late 1950s. 
Women who were forced to “endure a severely embarrassing initia- 
tion ceremony in order to gain access to a sex discussion group con- 
vinced themselves that their new group and its discussions were 
extremely valuable, even though [the researchers] had previously re- 


hearsed the other group members to be as ‘worthless and uninterest- 
ing’ as possible.” Meanwhile, women who were permitted to join the 
group with a milder initiation found the experience to be of much 
less value. In another study, the higher the voltage of electric shock 
delivered to coeds joining a social group corresponded directly with 
how interesting and desirable they later perceived the group to be. 

Like the long line of people standing outside in the cold as they 
wait to be let into an exclusive nightclub, the people who suffer 
through grueling initiations believe their suffering proves the worth 
of the organization they are joining. No pain, no gain is the under- 
lying logic energizing the art of discipline. A painful, purposeless 
initiation ritual proves a member’s commitment to the group. 

After my own exposure to the dark world of a New Age cult ame 
to an end, I had the opportunity to analyze why this man and his 
group had such an unshakable hold over my girlfriend. My anger and 
distress led me to investigate other cults in the hope of one day getting 
to the bottom of why so many seemingly intelligent people get caught 
up in them. I assembled a vast collection of notes and tapes on cult 
methodology that sat in a drawer for a long time; try as I might to 
get them published, no magazines were interested in my findings. 
They all had run too many similar stories before. Although | under- 
took the research as a vendetta aimed at exposing these techniques 
for their poisonous effects, it is painfully ironic that this work never 
would have seen the light of day if an interested party—in this case 
a business hoping to turn cult status into a source of revenue —hadn’t 
come along ten years later to solicit the ideas. 

In my very first interview with Douglas Atkin, he asked me if | 
knew anything about cults. He had become fascinated by cult 
brands” like Apple computers and Harley-Davidson motorcycles, and 
he wanted to know how cults got started in the first place. If he could 
understand the features of real cults, perhaps he could apply the same 
principles to brands that wanted to achieve cult status. Using the 
information I had gathered about six different New Age cults in the 
United States, I presented Atkin’s agency with a list of twenty features 


common to them all. They amount to a primer in pyramid schemes, 
and they depend on nearly all of the coercive strategies we have 
examined so far, including hand-to-hand selling, atmospherics, spec- 
tacle, transference, hypnosis, and storytelling, combined into a 
unique and powerfully leveraged system. These are the twenty steps 
I presented to Douglas Atkin and the Wells BDDP advertising 
agency. 


1. The Goal Every cult has a stated, if vague and metaphorical, 
goal. Because this goal must serve as the “illuminated eye” of the 
pyramid, it cannot be attainable. Rather, it is expressed as an abstract 
idea —like “enlightenment,” “aliveness,” “endless freedom,” “libera- 
tion,” or “salvation” —which the cult member will enjoy once he has 
“made it” to the top of the pyramid. Entering the cult means escaping 
from one’s problems, and the goal allows members to rephrase this 
escape as a positive quest toward a higher spiritual state. 


2. A Charismatie Leader All cults—whether spiritual or 
mundane —have a charismatic figurehead. Charismatic, in this con- 
text, means more than simply personable or good-looking. Charisma 
really boils down to the ability to perform a hypnotic induction. The 
leader must be someone whose speech, manner, and energy exert 
inexplicable influence. While some leaders develop these skills 
through years of research into neuro-linguistic programming and Er- 
iksonian techniques, most don’t understand the techniques they are 
using and have intuited how their gestures, vocal fluctuations, or eye 
contact can lead followers into a suggestible state of mind. 

In religious cults, the leader attains his divine status in one of two 
ways. The first is by claiming to be the hand-picked successor to the 
last guru, or a reincarnation of a previous messiah — Buddha, Christ, 
or Krishna. The second is by claiming to embody an entirely new 
spiritual foree—either to have been born sacred or to have suffered 
an “awakening” trauma or a sudden “new breeze” of insight. The 
second method allows leaders much more freedom to improvise their 
tenets on an as-needed basis, or to prescribe strange methodologies 


by which their followers can reach the same state of meritorious 
grace. 

3. Sacred Doctrine Most cults have a sacred text or doctrine. 
Often a cult will adopt an established text, like the Bible or the Koran. 
Others use a spontaneously revealed doctrine. These are usually 
“channeled” and transcribed. If the sacred text is based on a scientific 
or philosophical system that has been invented, the leader can simply 


write it himself. 


4. Divine Coincidence New members must learn of the cult 
effortlessly, as if by grace. Though membership and advancement 
should be difficult, discovery must be extremely easy. New members 
might find a flyer on the subway, a small advertisement in a local 
paper, or be greeted spontaneously by a devotee on the street. Mem- 
bers often describe how a sacred text literally “fell” off a bookshelf in 
a store, or how a magazine miraculously opened to a page with an 
advertisement for the cult. 

If the member believes he came to the cult through conscious or 
rational processes, then he is in a position to take responsibility and 
credit for his participation. Cults try to avoid this perception because 
a member should be separated from his sense of willpower in order 
to be fully indoctrinated. 


5. Positive Results Through Commitment While dis- 
covery and introduction are almost always free, the newcomer is told 
that he will experience satisfaction only when he has made a financial 
or equivalent commitment. At sales meetings for another of the cults 
I investigated, writing a check was equated with the first step toward 
changing one’s life, and new members reported feeling results the 
moment they made this commitment. Similarly, a full “transmission” 
of divine energy from a guru is predicated on an act of surrender by 
the new devotee, usually in the form of cash. 


6. Extraordinary Measures Once a new member has made 
his initial surrender or contribution to the cult, he is asked to do 


something that contradicts his judgment. It could be as simple as 
bowing down to the cult leader, or paying what seems like an exor- 
bitant fee for a workshop or weekend seminar (like $2,000 for an 
overnight full-spectrum encounter). What’s important is that the act 
goes against the new member’s own internal sense of appropriateness. 
The member must get used to acting against his own values. 


7. Member Complicity Once an extraordinary measure is 
taken, the member is rewarded with complicity in the greater pyra- 
mid. One member of the Santa Monica cult confessed to me that 
immediately following his donation of $2,000 for a full-spectrum en- 
counter, the leader took him for a drink in an expensive bar and then 
paid the tab with the cult’s “charity” money! Sex is used in the same 
way, allowing the cult leader to make the newly committed member 
a partner in crime. To get out of the cult after this act of complicity, 
the member will have to own up to all of the cult’s practices as if 
they were his own. 


8. A Cycle of Breaking “Self” After extracting extraordinary 
measures and complicity, the cult leader exploits the commonly prac- 
ticed spiritual discipline of self-denial and demands increasingly dif- 
ficult acts of faith from his followers. Sometimes these requests seem 
to benefit the cult leader — members are instructed to donate huge 
sums of money, refuse communication with concerned family mem- 
bers, perform sexual favors, or contribute tremendous time and labor 
to the cult. Just as often, however, these requests will be completely 
arbitrary or even against the apparent interests of the cult leader. A 
member might be asked to give $1,000 to a beggar in the street. One 
cult member I interviewed was instructed by his guru to quit his 
investment-banking job and become a waiter, even though doing so 
meant he had less money to donate to the cult. By interspersing real 
requests with these random and bizarre instructions, the cult leader 
can avoid the appearance of self-interest. He also can paralyze his 
followers’ ability to second-guess his actions. 


9. Confusion and Transference By alternating self- 
interested and random demands, the cult leader brings his followers 
into a state of great confusion — they aren’t sure how to please him. 
Sometimes the leader will reward members who fail to carry out his 
commands, and punish those who complete them successfully. The 
CIA suggests using rewards and punishments in a random, illogical 
manner so that subjects regress into childlike dependence. Similarly, 
the confused cult member eventually regresses to a childlike state 
and transfers parental authority to the leader—which is why so many 
cult leaders insist they be called “Mother” or “Father.” 


10. Prescriptive Behavior Like any victim of induced re- 
gression and transference, once his ability to make decisions has been 
suspended, the cult member looks to his leader for guidance on how 
to behave. He longs for direction on what to think, do, and believe. 
Some cult leaders withhold these instructions, reducing their follow- 
ers to a state of desperate panic. Others present them with long lists 
of prescriptions, from exercises and meditations to herbs and bathing 
rituals. Claire Prophet of Montana distributes computer-generated 
menus listing exactly what each follower should eat for every meal. 


11. The Goal of Inclusion Once transference has been 
achieved, the elusive stated goal of the pyramid cult is replaced with 
the much more tangible one of establishing a relationship with the 
leader. The cult members become, in effect, siblings competing for 
their parent’s approval. The result is a prolonged psychodrama that 
-apitalizes on unresolved issues from the members’ own family back- 
grounds. The power of reliving this dynamic cannot be underesti- 
mated. The cult leader orchestrates emotional battles, pitting 
members against one another as they all seek to develop a “special 
relationship” with him. 

12. Never Expose Uncertainty to Those Lower in the 


Pyramid By the time a member is this far into a cult, he is required 
to preserve the illusion of its cohesion and perfection. Since a mem- 


ber’s sense of status and nearness to the leader is directly related to 
how many people are beneath him in the cult hierarchy, he must 
always make an effort to recruit more members. 

A member’s stature is directly related to his ability to maintain the 
appearance of steadfast devotion to the cult. He cannot reveal any 
lingering doubts about the divinity of the leader lest he lose his own 
place in the hierarchy to more ardent followers beneath him. Further, 
expressing doubt to a new member is seen as an act of heresy. Why 
would someone induce a crisis in a new member unless he were 
hoping to undermine the cult’s efforts to expand? Doubts must be 
expressed only to a member higher in the organization, who is 
charged with handling the crises of underlings. In fact, a cult mem- 
ber’s very position in the pyramid is defined by his ability to quell 
the doubts of those beneath him, without being thrown into doubt 
himself. 


13. Never Expose Uncertainty to Those Higher in the 
Pyramid Eventually, any expression of doubt at all is deemed an 
offense against the cult. To spread one’s misgivings to a higher mem- 
ber is, in effect, a challenge to that member’s own resolve. Such 
expressions can be allowed up to a point, but ultimately the member 
must learn that he is the source of his own doubts and must overcome 
crises without spreading his confusion to others. Moving up the pyt- 
amid is a competitive game. Confessing one’s misgivings to a higher 
member merely affirms the latter’s superior status in the pyramid. If 
one is to move up, he must show less doubt and more commitment 
than those above him. 


14, The Cult Precludes All Other Commitments Onc 
by one, each member’s connections with the real world must be 
reinterpreted as base “attachments” that need to be purged. The 
member’s original religion, job, friends, spouse, and children are less 
important than his relationship with the cult and its leader. The 
member must not gain positive reinforcement from anything or any- 
one outside the cult. 


Family and social bonds are reinterpreted as distractions from the 
higher values the member is adopting. One cult member told me 
about a “spiritual attack” she experienced when she realized that her 
daughter’s piano recital fell on the same night of the week as an 
important lecture given by her guru. She chose to attend the latter, 
telling herself that the crisis was an opportunity for her to demonstrate 
her dedication to the group over her “mundane relationships.” All 
real-world associations, inevitably and by design, come into conflict 
with one’s commitment to the higher goal. 


15. Never Refuse a Request A member may never refuse a 
request made by the cult leader, or in the name of the cult. To do 
so is to place some other value ahead of the sanctity of the group. 
Most college fraternities require that new members accept any re- 
quest from a fellow brother—not just during their hazing or college 
years, but for the rest of their lives. 


16. All Requests Can Be Challenged A cult member who 
has made an inappropriately personal or self-interested request in the 
name of the cult will be challenged and punished. On the other 
hand, members who are in the leader’s favor can get away with asking 
almost anything of those beneath them. 


17. Never Take Action in the Cult Leader’s Name The 
cult leader is free from all responsibility. | once watched as my girl- 
friend informed her fellows in the New Age cult that the leader had 
requested she clear the room; she was the only one who was to stay. 
The others protested. When the leader finally arrived, he claimed he 
had never made such an order — but that my girlfriend misinterpreted 
what he had said out of her own selfish desires. She accepted the 
mistake as her own, even though I tried to make her see how she 
had been manipulated. 

As she explained it to me, to make a request in the cult leader’s 
name is to blame the cult leader for any ill will that might result. To 
claim that “I divorced my wife because the leader told me to” is to 


refuse responsibility for one’s own actions. Although the leader may 
have “shown the way,” a member divorces his wife or disowns his 
children because it’s the “right thing to do.” To use the leader as an 
excuse is just another way to express doubt. 


18. Act Automatically Members must strive to act in accor- 
dance with the cult leader’s wishes without thinking. The condition- 
ing, confusion, and fear to which the members are subjected result 
in a set of new behaviors that take the place of what normally might 
be called intuition or instinct. Once achieved, this automatic behav- 
ior is a welcome relief from the constant questioning of one’s own 
actions. Interestingly, many cult members report that from this stage 


of programming onward, they wake up in the mornings with no mem- 
ories of their dreams. 


19. Witness and Accept the Leader’s Faults Once they 
reach the highest levels of the cult pyramid, members are privy to 
their leader’s darkest actions. My girlfriend’s cult leader actually used 
a battery-powered apparatus to create the illusion of colors. His closest 
aides know that the miracle is really sleight of hand, but they tell 
themselves that the leader fakes only some of his magic as a way to 
create healthy and character-building doubt in his followers. “If he 
did it for real every time,” one young man told me, “then it would 
be too easy to have faith.” 

Members must also come to terms with the abusive behavior of 
their leader. After a guru beats or sodomizes a member, the witnesses 
conclude that the cult leader was embodying their own hostility to- 
ward the victim. Indeed, the cult leader is a mar r, helplessly acting 
on the impure thoughts of his closest followers, demonstrating to 
them their own dark natures. It is up to the inner-circle members to 
purge themselves of the base energies that might lead their compas- 
sionate hero—a mere vessel —to personify their evil. 


| 20. ‘The Cult Leader Is Perfection The final stage of cult 
indoctrination is to accept the leader as the perfect center of the 


universe, from which all else derives. The “fully evolved” cult mem- 
ber thus understands all pain and suffering as resistance to the cult 
leader’s divinity. The leader is the single point of entry for God and 
perfection in an otherwise imperfect universe. 

Once he has achieved such a stature in his followers’ minds, the 
leader can ask them to do anything, even to kill themselves. They 
already have been trained to go against their own instincts. Thwarting 
one’s natural tendency toward selfpreservation becomes a pleasur- 
able, almost fetishistic obsession. As members look for more outra- 
geous ways to break their own attachment to life, suicide emerges as 
the ultimate act of devotion. 


These twenty steps to cult indoctrination are applied most dan- 
gerously, perhaps, by religious groups, but are just as prevalent in 
Ponzis and MLMs. Stephanie’s induction to the health-products- 
distribution system followed the steps precisely: Her goal was to move 
to a private community; she discovered the publicity flyer through 
what she felt was an “eerie” coincidence; the company had a char- 
ismatic leader; the sacred text was the inspirational sales manual, 
Stephanie’s initial commitment was a burdensome $600; and her first 
extraordinary measure was to supplement her weekly sales total with 
her own purchases. As she became more fully indoctrinated, she en- 
gaged in complicity by lying about her weekly totals for the benefit 
of her new prospect. When transference was complete, she became 
completely dependent on the detailed scripts her supervisor had given 
her. Finally, when Stephanie knew she was in over her head, she 
kept the truth even from her superior and accepted that her failure 
was only her own fault. Some MLMs, cults, and even many estab- 
lished churches hoping to expand their memberships use the same 
basic steps to indoctrinate members, who go on to solicit new ones. 

I later analyzed the attributes common to successful cult brands 
and found them to be strikingly similar to the attributes of genuine 
cults. 

Cult brands are generally associated with an aspirational goal, 
which is often stated directly in the product’s advertising. For Apple 


computers, for example, the “Think Different” campaign speaks to 
an Apple user’s desire to defy conformity (conformity being embodied 
by the ubiquitous Windows operating system) and to blaze his own 
path in the manner of the company’s uniquely defiant billboard he- 
roes— Gandhi, Muhammad Ali, and John Lennon. The personality 
at the center of Apple computers is its charismatic founder, Steve 
Jobs, whose own story of defying the prevailing industry logic and 
forging ahead with a garage-based computer business symbolizes the 
creative spirit that all Apple users value. The easy entry to Apple is 
its simple operating system. Most users can remember when they 
peered over someone’s shoulder and got their first glimpse of the user- 
friendly interface. Those who became members of the Apple cult felt 
that they, unlike the majority of their peers, had the ability to rec- 
ognize the special value of the brand beyond any of its specific at- 
tributes. 

The members of such brand cults value the extra measures they 
must take to maintain the products to which they have dedicated 
themselves. Much of the software for Apple computers is not readily 
available, forcing users to find what they need in catalogues from 
mail-order houses. Others join “user groups” in their communities, 
from which they download necessary software, with extra effort and 
determined pride. To become known as a committed member of a 
consumer cult, the customer must make personal sacrifices for the 
sake of the brand. For Apple computers, it might mean joining online 
discussion groups and sharing one’s knowledge of the system to users 
who are having trouble — in effect, serving as unpaid customer-service 
representatives, Extremely devoted Apple users, who call themselves 
MacEvangelists, volunteer to demonstrate Apple products at retail 
stores. ‘They work as salespeople for free. 

These “power users” are generally rewarded by the company with 
complicity in the brand’s success. Apple was loyal to its early users 
and advocates, granting them free memberships in their (now- 
defunct) online community, as well as developer’s materials, free soft- 
ware, and ‘T-shirts. Further, the more people Apple users can convert 


into “Mac-heads,” the easier it will be to find software and compatible 
accessories. ad 
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Irrational Exuberance—the Automated Pyramid 
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the price. As investors scramble to match the moves of their favorite 
analysts, the recommended stock invariably shoots up, increasing the 
value of the expert’s portfolio and adding to his credibility. Once 
interest has reached a peak and the number of new buyers has 
reached the saturation point, the original buyers sell their stock to 
the last round of patsies—the lowest level of the pyramid, usually 
composed of smaller, individual investors —who are left holding the 
stock as everyone else sells. Then the price of the stock drops ac- 
cordingly. With devalued stock in hand, the last investors can find 
no one to buy it at a price anywhere near what they paid. Then the 
experts issue sell recommendations, buy in again, and the whole pro- 
cess starts all over. 

This entire cycle can take place during a single trading 
“Market makers,” midlevel investors who hold large numbers of 
shares for trading, spread rumors over the Internet about smallcap 
(not widely held) stocks in order to knock their prices down even a 

fraction of a point. They buy on the dip and then, as people become 
aware that the rumor is false, sell at a slightly higher price. An uptick 
of as little as “4 point on 10,000 shares yields $2,500. Doing this every 
-time player can make $500,000 a year off other people’s 
hough these practices are illegal, there are 
latory agencies to 


session. 


day, a small 
panic and ignorance. Alt 
far too many stocks and market makers for regu 
follow every one of them. 

Usually, however, the pyramid scheme takes pl 
weeks or months and is orchestrated by an influentia 
mutual-fund manager from a respected brokerage house. For exam- 
ple, in late 1995 the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 
investigated Jeffrey Vinik, the manager of what was at the time the 
largest U.S. stock mutual fund, the $53 billion Fidelity Magellan, for 
manipulating the market. In his statements on television, Mr. Vinik 
said he believed that high-technology stocks would be high perform- 
ers, and that Micron Electronics stock was “still relatively cheap.” At 
Vinik was selling off millions of shares of 
s fund’s stake in Micron. The 


ace over several 
1 analyst or 


the same time, however, 
hi-tech stocks, including a majority of hi 


tactic was obvious: Keep investors buying the stock long enough f 
him to dump it himself. ee 
Attorneys for the plaintiffs argued in the New York Law Journal 
(January 4, 1996) that a fund manager like Vinik, with so much 
money and influence at his disposal, can turn the motions of the 
market to his advantage: “They have the ability; that’s the ke 
[T he fund manager] has tremendous power, huge positions ae 
lions of shares of stock and a variety of market sectors. Thus, what 
they say will have a tremendous impact... and the hive th bilit 
to manipulate the market.”? n 
People gain this ability through their access not only to funds but 
to media. It’s the fund manager's apparent expertise that fools the 
many people lower than him on the pyramid. Clever ads for Internet- 
based discount brokerage houses, where individuals are empowered 
to make trades through their laptop computers, draw new blood and 
new money into the game every day. The influx of rookies confused 
by market gyrations, complicated tax calculations, and gaan s data 
transfer authority onto the pundits of CNBC and CNNFN a 
can tune in at 5:00 A.M. each morning to glean the latest tips and 
handicaps from their new authority figures, under the illusion ' at 
they can beat one another to the trading block. k 
Once people are committed, as with any pyramid, faith is ke 
During the bull market, people who spoke bearishly peii criticized 
for trying to hurt the economy by breaking the resolve of the faithful 
Naysayers were ridiculed on television as pessimistic killjoys sho 
didn’t understand the fundamental principles of the ever-ex anda 
economy. The faithful, on the other han 1, were cheered es a 
and newscasters alike— just as Stephanie was cheered on by ae fel- 
low distributors. When the bull market looked to be topping off in 
: 997, the normally mild-mannered Wall Street Week host tans Ru- 
ee an y of a preacher, openly congratulating viewers 
; This faith was buoyed by a new breed of financial experts — the 
new economists” —who backed up their bullish rhetoric with a set 


of enhanced theories that pointed to technology as the source of the 
pyramid’s potential for eternal growth. If Forbes was the capitalist’s 
tool, then Wired was the technocapitalist’s, arguing that the introduc- 
tion of computers and networking could effectively automate returns 
on investment, infinitely. 

One of the principles the new economists advanced, called “net- 
work externalities,” demonstrated how, unlike in prior eras, the more 
pervasive a technology, the more valuable it will become.’ In the 
traditional economy, diamonds are valuable because of their scarcity. 
With new technologies, just the opposite is true. For example, in a 
world with only one fax machine, fax machines would be worthless. 
The more common a technology is, the more valuable and necessary 
it becomes. But this “the more the merrier” philosophy is also at the 
heart of any good MLM: The value of a Mary Kay distributorship is 
directly proportional to the number of downline distributors. Like- 
wise, consumers may get on board a cult brand for one reason, and 
then hold on despite very rational reasons for jumping ship. The more 
sacrifices people make to maintain their commitment to a certain 
brand or technology, the more committed they become. The law of 
networked externalities begs the question of whether the proliferation 
of all this technology is a result of consumer demand or market ne- 
cessity. Who ultimately benefits? Those of us who raise the cash to 
buy and use the fax machines, the people who make them, or those 
who invest in their stocks? 

Like multilevel marketers, the new economists advise that we push 
through our doubt and forge ahead. Wired assured its readers that a 
“Long Boom” of economic growth was ahead —but they were just as 
quick to warn that “all along the way the chorus of naysayers will 
insist it simply can’t be done. We’ll need some hefty doses of inde- 
fatigable optimism. We’ll need an optimistic vision of what the future 
can be.”> Sometimes this indefatigable optimism will need to tran- 
scend common sense as well. 

Realizing that making a pyramid work indefinitely would require 
a steady influx of new buyers, the Long Boomers pointed to Asia and 


the need for “open systems,” which allow for the entrance of new 
markets into the scheme. Foreign governments must quit their whin- 
ing about economic or cultural imperialism and open their doors to 
free trade. As Wired put it: “In a nutshell, the key formula for the 
coming age is this: Open, good. Closed, bad. Tattoo it on your fore- 
head.” They meant this initiation ritual figuratively, of course, but 
the herd mentality it encourages is crucial for tl 
tinue, 


he scheme to con- 


Entrance into a pyramid requires that all comers adopt the same 
primary yet elusive goal—in this case the technocapitalist vision of 
infinite economic prosperity for all through network externalities, If 
we surrender everything to the goal of economic expansion and tech- 
nological development, we will generate global prosperity. As long as 
everyone buys in, everyone one will benefit from the economic ex- 
pansion they, themselves, are fueling. But critics worry that the eye 
atop this Long Boom pyramid may not prove to be as universal as its 
proponents suggest. 


Baltimore City Paper writer Joab Jackson wondered aloud: 


quating completely free markets with politically open societies is 
deceptive. While most agree that politically open societies (such as 
democracies) are preferable to closed ones (such as Communist 
regimes and military dictatorships), the superiority of a totally un- 
regulated free market is far from uncontested. For instance, George 
Soros argued... that open markets and open societies are anath- 


ema because the former reduce every value held by a culture to 
its monetary worth.° 


In other words, as the pyramid requires more economic suste- 


nance, more and more of our ideas and activities become grist for 
this particular mill. As in any cult, our existing values must be re- 
placed by the priorities of the pyramid — which is why, like cult lead- 
ers who force their followers to surrender their earthly ties, the 
technocapitalists call for less government and less publicly sponsored 
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civic activity. Instead of taxing our every word and n: P i z 
them. Moreover, they hope to use the same oe ae yte 
selling to automate the process by which ol personal va 3 
systematically replaced with market incentives. POETEI 
Critics are labeled pessimists or Luddites, and b amec : ie = 
back the good and necessary evolution of pany n the : a 
age. What we don’t realize, however, is that our mops ae : i 
it means to progress might have been formulated for us . a i 
the top of the pyramid, who stand to profit from our mindless pa 
P in any pyramid scheme, the need to P ais oi ee 
weighs whatever benefits the products or system mig es oo l 2 
MLMs sell distributorships more than cosmetics. BIE a oh 
hype over fundamentals. Cult members seek I oe > fo 
their own positions in the hierarchy. Mac users try to et tee 
friends in order to increase the value and universal ie : aes 
their own machines. And techno-utopian economists a financia 
rationale for why expansionist economics can go on forever. ik 
In all these cases, the power of networking —social, e os 
technological —is exploited by people who offer ae Lee - a 
promise of complicity in the scheme itself. The elusive eye atop 


pyramid remains as elusive as ever. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


The larger question, of course, is whether persuasive 
technology is a good idea at all—especially when 
talking about turning a machine as soulless as a com- 
puter into what is essentially a propaganda engine. 
—Denise Caruso, The New York Times 


We sell audience, not content. 
—Jonathan Sacks, general manager of The Hub, 
America Online 


x ee really believed the Internet could put an end to coercion. 
fe a as in w ae l was still getting laughed at for 
ggesting someday nearly everyone would be using e-mail on a 
daily basis. My first book on cyberculture was canceled in 1992 | 
cause the publisher felt that the Internet would be 
“like CB radio,” an editor explained. 


De- 
a passing fad— 
ae I'wo years later, the book was 
inally released, but even then the Internet was considered a rel 


j lees atively 
minor countercultural phenomenon — just some weir 


En A dos in San Fran- 
sco playing around with computers because they couldn’t make 
friends. 
Ihab Sen re 
What I knew for sure back then was that the Internet woul 


how irrevocal d some- 
w irrevocably change the way we relate to our medi 


a, and to one 


another. Early signs showed that the change would be immensely 
positive. People would finally have a medium for communicating 
freely with one another, instead of merely absorbing the messages of 
advertisers. At least I was right about the first part. 

Early adopters of the Internet, like myself, attempted desperately 
to gain credibility for what we saw as a revolutionary technology, 
which meant welcoming, even pitching ourselves to, big business. To 
be backed by an investment banker—or, in my case, to be hired as 
a “new media” consultant to a Fortune 500 company— proved that 
we were truly onto something. Such gestures amounted to an ac- 
knowledgment from all those folks who had once ridiculed our little 
Internet society that we were the ones holding the keys to the future. 

I used to laugh when the executives to whom I consulted com- 
pared the Internet to television. TV is a one-way medium, I told 
them, while the Internet is two-way—or “one-to-many,” as pundits 
like to say. I remember a consultation I did at Sony, where the VP 
who took me to lunch kept referring to the Internet as “the next great 
broadcast technology.” 1 explained to him that what we were dealing 
with was a community-based medium — people exchanging ideas and 
making new friends—but he just smiled and ate his sushi. I smugly 
concluded that big businesses hoping to master the Net didn’t stand 
a chance. They would invest their dollars in building infrastructures 
that they would never be able to dominate. What had happened to 
TV just couldn’t happen to the Internet. 

We both were wrong. TV wasn’t the right comparison —but mail 
and the telephone were. Although the Internet would not provide 
businesses the means to broadcast their advertising-sponsored enter- 
tainment to millions of people all at once, it would allow them to 
communicate to millions of people, one at a time. It did not extend 
the reach of broadcast advertising, but it would serve as an inestimably 
powerful new weapon for direct marketing. 

Although most current users missed out on the good old days of 
the Internet, back in the late 1980s online interaction was as much 
about sending as receiving. The primitive hardware and slow net- 
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works in use at the time dictated that the Internet was limited to text- 
only transmissions. Users would send e-mail, join in live chat sessions, 
or participate in asynchronous discussions (exchanges that take place 
over long periods of time) on bulletin boards and USENET groups. 
The few of us engaging in this new mode of communication felt 
lucky, and even sensed that the Internet would bring us a kind of 
liberation. 

One of the reasons the early Internet spurred these utopian visions 
was that, like ham radio had done in the 1930s, it offered amateurs 
the opportunity to disseminate their ideas globally, except that now 
one needed to learn only a few modem string commands instead of 
Morse code. In any case, the Internet was less about the information 
being shared and more about contact. It didn’t matter whether we 
were discussing the global economy or Star Trek; it was the means 
of discussion itself that felt so novel. Networked together through 
wires and computers, the Internet community —and it really felt like 
a community —was a living cultural experiment. 

The intensity of this sensation provoked proclamations as outland- 
ish and naive as the best psychedelics-inspired rantings of the 1960s. 
Even ‘Timothy Leary jumped onto the cyberculture bandwagon early, 
proclaiming that the Internet would transform society more pro- 
foundly than LSD had. To some, like cyber pioneer and Grateful 
Dead lyricist John Barlow, it seemed as if the human race were hard- 
wiring its members together into a single, global brain. He and others 
waxed on about the Internet as if it were the realization of the Gaia 
Hypothesis —the notion that all living things are part of one big or- 
ganism. Many believed that our fledgling communications infrastruc- 
ture would one day bring about global communication and 
cooperation on an unimaginable scale. As my first book, Cyberia, 
came out in 1994, I began speaking to universities and other groups 
about my starry visions of this brave new world of online interaction. 
Even if these dreams depicted Internet-enhanced society as a tad 
more fantastic than what it ultimately would look like, they indicated 
the underlying experience essential to our newfound inter- 


; ivity: We di feel we were interacting with data, but with 
connectivity: We pai alt el we wer a Sie Bai 


one another. 
“Mie Internet seemed so “sexy” not because of the pornography 
that happened to be available online, but because people and their 
ideas could comingle and mutate. A scientist sharing his new research 
could be challenged and provoked, and then engage in immediate 
dialogue with his challengers. A philosopher posing a new theory 
would be forced to defend it against criticism coming from Hawaii 
or Helsinki. Nothing was safe, and nothing was sacred — except, per- 
haps, the premise that everyone shared an equal opportunity to give 
voice to his or her opinions. 

As the Internet grew in popularity, and more and more users dis- 
covered how absorbing and rewarding it could be, media conglom- 
erates began to panic at the way interactive channels and constant 
feedback were eroding their monopoly over the mediaspace. By the 
mid-1990s, the Internet already had eaten away more than 10 percent 
of the time its users previously spent watching television, and the 
damage was increasing by the month. 

Like covered wagons circling in defense against the onslaught of 
an untamed, indigenous people, media companies banded together 
for protection. Viacom bought Blockbuster and Paramount, which in 
turn bought Simon & Schuster; Disney bought ABC, which had al- 
ready bought Capital Cities; Murdoch’s News Corp. bought Fox; 
General Electric bought NBC; Time Warner bought CNN; and 
Westinghouse bought CBS. Once consolidated, these companies 


were braced for battle. 


The Battle for Cyberspace 


The war to retake the media, signaled by the creation of these 
corporate behemoths, manifested itself in the trenches as a step-by- 
step undoing of the processes that had liberated the media in the first 
place. The effects of the keyboard, the joystick, and the remote con- 


trol had to be reversed. 


While cyber optimists like me were out prociaiming the digital 
renaissance, other futurists with far better business credentials were 
busy recontextualizing it for the consumption of Wall Street. As 
skilled as they were at hyping interactive technology, they still had 
some tough questions to answer before anyone would invest in their 
visions. How would anybody, other than the phone companies, make 
a profit off people merely communicating with one another? Tele- 
vision had commercials, and movies had an admission price. People 
interacting online were not buying anything, nor were they in the 
captive or anxious frame of mind that would render them easy targets. 
They were having fun with one another. 

This posed a serious challenge to those who wished to make 
money online. They could either hope that the anticommerical ethic 
of the early Internet would fade as more “mainstream” audiences 
found their way online, or else enact a public-relations campaign 
designed to speed up that conversion. The slow but steady process by 
which the Internet was surrendered to commercial use falls some- 
where between a real conspiracy and an inevitable, natural shift. The 
key players certainly knew one another, and often developed their 
‘ampaigns jointly. But they were merely extending the already awe- 
some power of the market into a new arena. If market forces brought 
down the Soviet Union and the Berlin Wall, they could surely break 
through the resistance of a few Internet users. 

Their first job was to gain both public acceptance and financial 
support for the appropriation of cyberspace. They had to convince 
investors that there was a way to make money online, while showing 
Netizens that business could make the Internet safer, cheaper, and 
more fully featured. Who were “they,” exactly? In some cases, they 
were young computer programmers looking for ways to turn their 
formidable talents into rewarding careers. In other cases, they were 
well-recognized but underpaid futurists, social theorists, and econom- 
ics philosophers looking to finally cash in on the many ways they had 
foreseen the digital age. The rest were marketing gurus who had 


already used television, the telephone, and direct mail with much 
success, and sought to extend their reach. 

Ironically, perhaps, it was my faith in the liberating powers of cy- 
berspace that made me one of the last people to take such efforts 
seriously, and to reckon with the Internet’s coercive potential. Į saw 
the computer keyboard and mouse as our best weapons in the effort 
to turn around the mind-numbing impact of traditional media. Just 
as the remote control had deconstructed the television image and the 
joystick demystified it, the keyboard and mouse spawned a new gen- 
eration of do-it-yourself media tacticians. Thats why, even as my 
opinions were being sought by corporations hoping to exploit these 
technologies for their own ends, I was incapable of seeing where their 
efforts would lead us. 

In the early nineties, | attended several meetings at HarperCollins 
(the book company that published Cyberia), in which some of the 
executives running the company’s new multimedia division wanted 
to know how to leverage their vast backlist to gain a foothold on the 
Internet. Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp., which owned Harper- 
Collins, already had an online service called Delphi. Surely there 
was a way to “synergize” these two subsidiaries, they thought. ke 
question was simply how to go about it. Like most of the New York 
companies looking to exploit the Internet, HarperCollins and Delphi 
understood that the main thing they could offer consumers was con- 
tent. “San Francisco may own the interface,” I remember one exec- 
utive telling me, “but New York owns the content.” As long as content 
meant copywritten texts, of course, he was right. If HarperCollins 
could turn the Internet into a distribution channel for its massive 
storehouse of text, games, and other copywritten materials, it could 
cash in. 

After a year of publishing books in CD-ROM format, however, 
HarperCollins’s executives realized that these computer products 
were no match for the thrill of live engagement with other human 
beings on the Net, and, by 1996, had reduced their multimedia di- 


vision to a token, administrative presence. Countless other companies 
followed suit. Something had to be done. 

Although businesses had failed in their efforts to capitalize on the 
initial surge in Internet use, the race was on to find a way to make 
money online. Many different companies, working independently, 
arrived at a similar strategy. The first step was to reverse the do-it- 
yourself attitude that the computer keyboard had provoked, and re- 
store the supremacy of commercial content over social contact. The 
trick would be to change the perception of the Internet as a com- 
munications medium to a broadcast medium, which meant convinc- 
ing users that our interactions with one another were less important 
than the data we could download and the things we could purchase 
with our new equipment. Accordingly, the work of futurists like Alvin 
Toffler and Marshall McLuhan was mined for models and concepts 
that could reframe our understanding of what was happening to us. 
That’s how Information Age became the label to describe the com- 
munications breakthrough. Previously, the users themselves had been 
the content of the Internet. Now, it would be “information.” 

In 1995, Nicholas Negroponte, the founder of the corporate- 
sponsored Media Lab at MIT and a major investor in Wired maga- 
zine, drew a faulty but calculated distinction between online and 
real-world interaction. He said that in the physical world, we 
exchange atoms, but that in the online world, we exchange bits — 
meaning units of information. Negroponte saw us entering an infor- 
mation age, chiefly characterized by the fact that we now would 
exchange units of data rather than physical objects. 

The problem with reducing online interaction to an exchange of 
bits, and the interactive age to an information age, is that it allows 
cyberspace to be quantified and, ultimately, commodified. The fact 
is that the social and emotional substance of an online interaction 
cannot be described in terms of bits of information. As far as the 
nomenclature of these cyber theorists was concerned, a social dimen- 
sion to online transmissions did not exist. The Internet was not some- 
thing a person engaged with; it was a set of information that could 


be accessed. And anything that can be accessed can be given a price 
tag. l 
The second stage of the transformation was the remystification of 
the media, which had been demystified by the advent of interactive 
devices like the joystick and the remote control. Wired used busy 
graphics and wrote in a buzzword-laden style, stoking newcomers 
fears that the Internet was technically complex and conceptually 
daunting. Without proper instruction, users would surely get lost out 
there. Meanwhile, more mainstream publications like Time maga- 
zine, themselves threatened by competition from the many news serv- 
ices sprouting up online, ran frightening cover stories about 
“cyberporn.” The New York Times reported that innocent people were 
jeopardizing their health by taking advice from online holistic prac- 
titioners, while drive-time radio fed us stories about dangerous com- 
puter viruses — items lifted directly from the press releases written by 
the software companies selling us protection from these evils. . 
Once the Internet was seen as a danger zone best traveled with 
the help of experts, it wasn’t long before a mediating filter known as 
World Wide Web became the preferred navigational tool. Unlike 
bulletin boards or chat rooms, the Web is —for the most part —a read- 
only medium. It is flat and opaque. You can’t see through it to the 
activities of others. You don’t socialize with anyone when you visit a 
Web site; you read text and look at pictures. This is not interactivity. 
Like a fake decibel meter at a basketball game where the crowd is 
led to believe its cheers are actually moving the needle, there’s noth- 
ing truly participatory about it. Although anyone can publish his ideas 
on his own Web site—the Web did represent a tremendous leap for 
self-publishing —the interface is not all that conducive to conversa- 
tion. But only by compromising its communicative function could 
the Web’s developers turn the Internet into a shopping mall. The 
sole interactive outlet that remained for most users was the back chan- 
nel of private e-mail. . 
Further aiding the effort to remystify new media, designers made 
the programs necessary to navigate the Web more complex than ear- 
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lier tools. The original Internet was built and navigated by researchers 
and university students using “shareware” — software that was distrib- 
uted and exchanged for free. These simple programs worked on the 
most primitive computers, and they functioned in a transparently 
straightforward fashion. Their no-frills designs and freely published 
code helped users understand how they were put together and al- 
lowed anyone to participate in their development and offer enhance- 
ments. The original Internet was a “shareware universe,” expanded 
and maintained chiefly by its own participants. 

By 1995, Netscape had become a for-profit company, and the 
“browser wars” were under way. An ethic of free-market competition 
replaced the era of freewheeling cooperation. As if to rewrite history, 
many Internet experts and journalists developed a mythology that the 
Internet was developed not by university researchers but by the 
United States military. A widely circulated article by cyberpunk au- 
thor and Global Business Network member Bruce Sterling implied 
that the Internet was just an extension of the Defense Department's 
effort to maintain a communications infrastructure in the event of a 
nuclear war. Although the true history of the Internet, and the mili- 
tary’s rather indirect contribution, were later recounted in Katie Haf- 
ner and Matthew Lyon’s 1997 book Where Wizards Stay Up Late, 
the damage had been done. The Internet would forever be associated 
with the Cold War arms race, and its communitarian roots could be 
discounted more easily. Anyone who wrote articles disagreeing with 
the folklore of a military-built Internet or the virtues of a competitive 
marketplace was quickly labeled a “leftist.” 

As profitseeking software companies took over where shareware 
developers left off, programs became correspondingly less efficient 
and less accessible. The code for software was no longer routinely 
released to the public for us to modify or improve. Even if it had 
been, these new programs were much too convoluted for the average 
user to understand. We were once again at the mercy of the com- 
panies from whom we bought our equipment and software. Newer 
versions of software required newer. versions of operating systems, 


which in turn required newer and more powerful con 

and increases in RAM (memory). People who wanted to use the wev 
were initiated into an endless cycle of upgrades. In a campaign of 
planned obsolescence that made the 1970s automotive industry’s 
schemes look like child’s play, computer manufacturers and software 
companies conspired to force more and more purchases. Imagine if 
automobile companies controlled the designs not only of vehicles but 
of the roads. By changing the kinds of surfaces we drive on, they 
could force us to buy new kinds of tires, and then new kinds of cars 
on which those tires fit. Similarly, Microsoft can use proprietary code 
to develop Internet sites that require new kinds of browsers, browsers 
that require new kinds of operating systems, and operating systems 
that require enhanced hardware. 

The dominance of the World Wide Web also gave traditional en- 
tertainment companies, salespeople, and advertisers an Internet they 
could at last understand. From now on, the Internet would be treated 
like the broadcast media they had already mastered. The entertain- 
ment industry began to invest heavily in online video and music 
services in the hope of one day being able to charge people money 
for receiving such goods via the Internet. Salespeople understood that 
Web sites gave them a way to put their entire catalogs of merchandise 
online, and that secure credit-card transactions would allow custom- 
ers to purchase whatever they wanted without leaving their homes. 
Marketers were delighted by the development of a more tractable 
media-space in which to peddle their wares. They bought space on 
the most heavily trafficked Web sites for slick “banner” ads — colorful 
patches begging to be clicked on, diverting Internet users to com- 
mercial Web sites. 

The third way marketers co-opted the interactive mediaspace was 
through the manipulation of shortening attention spans. Although 
online real estate is essentially infinite, the willingness of human be- 
ings to sift through it in real time is not. Reviving a term coined by 
social scientist Herbert Simon in 1971, the new economists an- 
nounced that we had entered an “attention economy,” where the only 


limiting factor on the business community's ability to earn money 
online was the number of “eyeball-hours” they could wrest from an 
Internet user. New methods of attention control —from graphical in- 
terfaces to Internet portals—were researched and implemented, tar- 
geting the people who had grown used to the freedom of the mouse 
and remote control. Meanwhile, all this focus on attention spans and 
resistant youth led to a flurry of news reports about attention deficit 
disorder, which in turn prompted worried parents to seek medications 
like Ritalin for their children so that they could compete effectively 
in the complex and highly accelerated marketplace of the twenty-first 
century. 


The Tactical Database 


Early in the summer of 1998, I was invited to join a few other 
writers, online enthusiasts, and legal activists in the Park Slope, 
Brookiyn, apartment of Data Smog author David Shenk to discuss 
what had happened to the Internet. It seemed to us that the promise 
of this interactive mediaspace was fast fading as the concerns of busi- 
ness outweighed those of the people who stood to benefit from its 
existence. 

The result of this and several other such meetings was a document 
we published online and in The Nation called “Technorealism.” The 
two-page proclamation called attention to the fact that the Tiferet 
is a public space and that the public therefore has the right to decide 
how it should be used —in schools, in communities, and in the com- 
mercial sector. We felt that most commentary and debate about cy- 
berspace was being dominated by those who saw market forces as the 
only valid method of defining online culture, and we sought to stake 
out a new middle ground. We believed it was possible, even neces- 
sary, to support the mindful development of cyberculture beyond the 
priorities set by business interests, which had so far seemed to wreck 
so many other kinds of human interaction. And we meant to do so 


without resorting to the fearful, neo-Luddite rhetoric so often heard 
on the six o’clock news. 

The rather moderate document we generated was met with im- 
mediate ridicule and disdain. Michael Kinsley, the former New Re- 
public editor who was now in Microsoft's employ as editor of their 
online publishing venture, Slate, publicly dismissed the technorealist 
effort as a selfserving Gen-X whine, but also admitted freely that he 
had never even bothered to read it. Wired News and the New York 
Times interviewed pro-business stalwarts like Esther Dyson for their 
reactions, and went on to mock the technorealists for our naïveté. 
Some looked for agendas beneath our words. Were we just trying to 
promote our own writing careers through a new kind of publicity 
stunt? Others thought we were simply killjoys or closet Marxists. 

Perhaps we had already lost the war. In spite of the fact that over 
a thousand people had added their electronic signatures to the online 
document within a week of its being posted, the overwhelming sen- 
timent in the mainstream media was that any attempt to challenge 
the businesses that, they believed, had paid for the technological in- 
frastructure was futile and misguided. Libertarians and progressives 
alike had come to believe that cyberspace was no place to enact 
public policy; it was either a place to do business or one to avoid 
altogether. 

How did the Internet simultaneously come to represent a gold 
mine of capitalist opportunity and a threat to the American way? Why 
are the newspaper headlines proclaiming the unlimited earning po- 
tential of new online business ventures matched only by equally out- 
rageous claims from cyber cynics about the degrading effects of 
cyberporn? 

The answer lies in the Internet’s incredible potential as a means 
for commerce—a potential that’s inevitably come to be both liber- 
ating and frightening. It’s a medium that on the one hand allows 
people to exchange ideas and information —and even develop bonds 
that carry over into the real world—on an unprecedented scale, but 
on the other hand gives demographic researchers the ability to mon- 


itor our achons as never before, down to the individual keystroke. 
Because this activity is occurring on a computer, it can be analyzed 
automatically and interpolated into the vast storehouses of data pre- 
viously collected by demographic specialists. All these demographers 
needed was a tactical weapon with which to navigate the Internet 
and draw those keystrokes out of us, and they found it in e-mail. 
Like an answering machine that’s always on, an e-mail account is 
always ready to receive correspondence — whether you are online or 
not. My e-mail privileges on Interport, my access provider, mean 
merely that I have paid for a mailbox on one of their giant, constantly 
running computers. I also have the right to dial into that big com- 
puter from my home machine, and use it to access other com puters 
and networks on the Internet. These computers, or “servers,” hold all 
the World Wide Web pages, USENET groups, discussion board: P 
mail messages, and other data I might want to access. ' 
Unfortunately, I have no easy way of determining which messages 
are being sent to me by friends, and which are from companies tr A 
to sell me things. Since all the messages go directly to tienen 
computer, I’m not even aware when an advertisement has been sored 
on my behalf. I won’t find out what's been sent to me until I log on 
to the Internet and ask for my mail. Then, all the messages bein 
stored for me are transferred to my computer, and I get to open a 
one at a time. ' 
As anyone who has used an Internet account for a while will tell 
you, the majority of messages circulating online are the electronic 
equivalent of junk mail, or what has become known as “spam.” Spam 
has become so pervasive that it has changed the character of our 
Internet activity. Worse, it has wreaked havoc on the functionality of 
the Internet itself. Ki 
Part of the problem is that the Internet is still so slow that it takes 
several minutes to download one’s mail— minutes that cost mone 
People who have neglected to check their mail for severa] days 6 
weeks come to loathe the thought of going back online; they know 
they will have to sit and wait while dozens of mnsolicited offers are 


downloaded to their machines. Then, they will have to sift through 
those messages to determine if there’s any real mail mixed in among 
the junk. Those whose e-mail accounts have remained relatively un- 
cluttered so far most likely haven’t engaged in much online activity. 
But, like anyone who has used just one mail-order catalog and soon 
found his mailbox filled with them can attest, it takes very little for 
the online marketers to pick up your scent. 

Of course, virtual coercion was not born with the computer or the 
Internet, but with the realization by advertising pioneer Claude Hop- 
kins in 1923 that catalogs and mail solicitation comprise a unique 
branch of marketing. He called it “scientific advertising,” named for 
the laborious process by which direct-mail practitioners analyze the 
responses to their mass mailings and then recalibrate their appeals 
based on past results. Direct-mail campaigns are not generally arrived 
at through inspiration but through calculation. 

Honing their craft in this scientific manner since the 1920s, 
these nerds of the marketing industry have assimilated every new 
development in statistics, demography, and, ultimately, computer 
programming into their campaigns. With increasing sophistication, 
direct-mail practitioners test their solicitations, analyze results, and 
target their audiences. As a result, direct mail has grown to account 
for more than 68 percent of all magazine subscriptions, and 25 per- 
cent of all charitable contributions. 

Before computers, direct-mail marketing wasn’t much more so- 
phisticated than any other mass medium in which marketers are 
forced to treat their entire audience as a single customer. The same 
letter or catalogue was sent to every prospect, so the techniques that 
gained the widest currency were ones that appealed to relatively uni- 
versal emotional triggers. Unlike a human salesman, who can wait 
until he has made eye contact before introducing himself, the direct- 
mail marketer has no ability to gauge our feedback until he counts 

up the total number of responses. He has no way of interacting with 
us until we send back a response. His ploys, then, are more like those 
of a trapper than of a hunter. He cannot track us down; he must 


simply bait his traps and wait for us to notice their existence. What- 
ever bait worked last time, he’ll use again the next. 

Beginning in the 1970s, however, direct-mail solicitors teamed up 
with demographics researchers and consumer-database companies to 
specifically target the people they wanted to reach. Unlike magazine 
publishers whose sweepstakes offers use traditional techniques —like 
fake checks or free gifts—designed to coerce almost any recipient 
modern direct-mail specialists have been empowered to create cart: 
paigns that are customized to a particular audience. Sometimes this 
audience is as small as one person. 

As early as the 1920s, mail-order businesses began keeping paper- 
based lists of their customers and selling them to other direct mar- 
keters in noncompetitive businesses. These crude mailing lists were 
tallied by hand and usually contained little more about the prospect 
than his address and whether or not he had ever purchased anything. 
When these lists were transferred to computers, they could be com- 
bined with other lists and subjected to more statistical analyses. To- 
day, there are companies whose sole purpose is to compile, analyze 
and cross-reference data collected by the census bureau, telephone 
companies, credit bureaus, and retail businesses. Many then 
exchange their findings with other such companies. 

The PRIZM research firm, for example, developed its system of 
“market segmentation” in 1974. Using what the demographics in- 
dustry calls “cluster analysis,” PRIZM classifies every American neigh- 
borhood into forty basic lifestyle segments, or clusters. ‘They then use 
statistical analysis to look for “links” between customer characteristics 
and buying behavior. As PRIZM’s promotional material explains, 
their system offers “a definitive battery of consumer data to fine-tune 
the PRIZM Clusters for behavioral discrimination.”! 

In processing data from the 1980 U.S. census, PRIZM took every 
variable in the database (ethnicity, housing, social rank, urbanization) 
and used computer-generated feedback loops to analyze and compare 
them to other data recorded elsewhere (new-car sales, magazine sub- 
scriptions, real estate transactions, and direct-mail responses), From 


this data, they were able to determine the linkages between a partic- 
ular demographic cluster and its members’ likelihoods of buying a 
car, house, or magazine subscription — as well as what brands and 
what types of marketing they were likely to respond to. PRIZM makes 
it clear that their system “explains, predicts, and targets consumer 
behavior.” 

Other farms, like Donnelley Marketing Information Services, ob- 
tain student rosters, voter registrations, and lists of children’s book 
buyers, and also send questionnaires to 45 million households. From 
this data, the firm compiles its widely used Donnelley Quality Index, 
known as the DOF. This database contains individual listings for tens 
of millions of consumer houscholds. If you bought this book, your 
family profile is probably in there. 

Countless other companies with whom we do business regularly 
supply our purchasing behavior to these master lists in exchange for 
other sets of information. Our credit-card purchases, as well as our 
responses to the offers sent along with our monthly bills, are all used 
to predict our future behavior. Many such offers, particularly those 
for free life-insurance policies and credit-card loss-protection services, 
exist solely for the information they provide marketing companies 
when we fill out the requisite questionnaire. Other offers are designed 

to tell which “hot buttons” — marketing scenarios or psychological 
appeals — we respond to most readily. Once the credit-card company 

has determined that a particular household has responded to an ad- 
vertisement for a free credit card with a higher interest rate, say, 
instead of one with a higher annual fee and a lower interest rate, it 
can share this information with a telephone company, which will 
pitch a long-distance offer accordingly. 

As a result, today’s direct-mail training manual looks more like a 
math textbook than like a primer on marketing. Aspiring direct mar- 
keters learn statistical techniques—regression analysis, the linear 
probability model, discriminant analysis, and segmentation model- 
ing—long before they are taught how to write a single line of a direct- 


mail letter. 


Francine Edelman is one of the leading practitioners of the new, 
database-heavy style of direct marketing — probably because she takes 
a practical, nonjudgmental approach to her work and has adjusted 
adeptly to the changes that computers have brought to her industry. 
“When I first got into the direct end of the business,” she tells me 
from her office in New York’s SoHo district, “it was a lot more tac- 
tical: Get an offer out, and get it out to everybody. Throw it up against 
the wall and see what sticks. And over the years it has evolved and 
become very sophisticated and a lot more strategic, because you really 
have to get down very deep into your customer base and understand 
their psyche. What are the hot buttons that are going to make them 
respond?” 

Although it’s fascinating to come up with theories explaining why 
a particular hot button causes a group of individuals to respond the 
way they do, direct marketers like Edelman care less about explaining 
causes than listening to the effects. It’s enough to track the correlation 
between the style of an appeal and its effectiveness in producing a 
response. Such an ethic is what allows Edelman’s firm, Rapp Collins, 
to claim it can offer “one-to-one marketing on a mass scale.” Their 
access to databases and correlative analysis gives them the tools to 
craft direct-mail appeals customized for every individual who receives 
them. 

Explaining how this analysis would translate into a pitch for a 
phone company, Edelman spells out the customized approach: “We 
would write, ‘Dear Doug: We know you currently have caller ID, 
call waiting deluxe, and three-way calling, and we have a great plan 
for you. For one low monthly rate, you can get your local service, all 
these services, plus up to twenty more.’ ” By tailoring the pitch to the 
individual customer profile, Edelman says, “you are able to deliver 
relevant offers to the right people.” 

Such extreme personalization of direct mail didn’t always work. 
Edelman confessed that “when we first started getting into all of this 
customization and segmentation, and being very specific with people, 
there was a fear that it would come across as being too Big Brotherish: 
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ee S SWETER yes, then the marketer attempted to identify the 
nature of the prospects dissatisfaction with BellSouth: “May I ask 
what was the primary reason that prompted you to switch compa- 
nies?” 

The customer's response to this question was broken down into 
eight possible categories, each with its own follow-up script: (1) lower 
rates; (2) better service; ( 3) additional services; (4) reward programs; 
(5) use long distance for discounts on local toll service; (6) other; (7) 
related or socially connected with competitor; (8) ten cents per min- 
ute. 

People who answered “better service,” for example, were told, “It 
is interesting that you mentioned service, because Bell-South believes 
in and strives to provide the best service in Kentucky . . .” Understand- 
ing that people who value customer service also tend to value a com- 
pany’s local affiliation, the scriptwriters were sure to include a 
reference to the state where the prospect lived. Those who answered 
“long-distance discounts,” however, were given a no-nonsense spiel: 
“Ma’am, Bell-South gives you everyday fair prices. That way the sav- 
ings go in your pocket and not to discounts on products you may not 

want or need anyway.” 

The scripts for such telemarketing campaigns go on for dozens of 
pages, branching out into ever more specific and meticulously re- 
searched responses. Eventually, we either allow ourselves to be talked 
into accepting the telemarketer’s pitch, or we hang up the phone. In 
the latter case, the precise path we took through the script is put into 
our personal profile in the company database, so that new counter- 
measures may be devised and incorporated into the next script we 
are subjected to, 

Our growing annoyance with these scripted calls has led the cor- 
porations dependent on telemarketing to create television commer- 
cials designed to change our perception of the technique. Countless 
advertisements with friendly-faced telemarketers wearing hi-tech 
headgear and speaking confidentially with grateful consumers fill the 
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the underlying agenda of such campaigns. 
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The Electronic Squeegee Men 
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direct-mail marketer's, was to get 
advertising messages at all. Luckily, most 
ay the name of the message’s sender and a brief 
indicating the message’s content. For a time, then, 
most junk mail was pretty easy to identify and discard without ever 
being opened. 

Advertisers quickly responded by imitating tl 


1€ appearance of real 
mail. Like direct marketers who d 


isguise their envelopes as important 
correspondence, many spam advertisers now use names like Heather 
or System Administrator as a return address, and a subject line that 
implies a history of correspondence — “One more thing,” or “Urgent 
news about your account.” 

The e-mail arms race began in earnest wl 
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In a more advanced strategy, Internet service providers began help- 
ing their subscribers fight b 


ack with filtering programs designed spe- 
cifically to recognize and delete junk mail by identifying the return 
address. America Online developed one of the better ones and was 
so successful at filtering offenders that an Internet marketing firm 
called Cyber Promotions actually sued the company for infringement 
of their First Amendment rights. A U.S. district judge wisely con- 
cluded that AOL, a private business, is allowed to block whatever it 
wishes on behalf of its members. These programs work by filtering 
all mail from servers known to be thoroughfares for spam. 

Crafty spammers developed counterme 
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ted in cyberspace, the 
more leverage large companies will have in influencing our behavior. 
As we surrender our browsers and mail programs to ever more ad- 
vanced forms of filtration, we become more dependent on service 
providers who have made deals with large, respected conglomerates, 
As the Internet becomes swamped with messages from companies 
we've never heard of, and then “enhanced” with digital locks, veri- 
fiable e-mail addresses, and other security measures, we find ourselves 
edging toward trusted brand names and institutions. 


The more dan- 
gerous the online world looks, the more we gravitate toward the fa- 
miliar, an 


d the more those already trusted businesses are able to 
monopolize cyberspace. 

In 1991, for example, the Lotus corporation developed a CD-ROM 
called MarketPlace, a database of personal information for about 120 
million people in more than 30 million households, which was com- 
piled by Equifax, a leading credit-reporting agency. The product, 
which was to sell for $695, was aimed at small businesses and indi- 
viduals who can’t afford the fees for tremendous databases owned by 
companies like PRIZM and Donnelley. MarketPlace was conceived 
as a retail product, and so Lotus openly publicized it. Internet users 
and consumer-advocacy groups launched a countercampaign aimed 
at fighting a product they saw as intrusive and a violation of privacy. 

After receiving more than 30,000 written, telephoned, and e- 
mailed complaints, Lotus decided to scrap the project, and consumer 
advocates celebrated their victory. In reality, all they succeeded in 
doing was allowing wealthy Fortune 500 companies to maintain their 
lock on demographic research. Small businesses, nonprofit organi- 
zations, and individuals were the only ones shut out, while for these 
larger companies it meant business as usual. 

In cases like this, well-meaning advocates struggle to regulate how 
companies use the information we’ve given them voluntarily. They 


do almost nothing to curtail the use of information that we don’t 
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Mice in a Maze: Pacing and Leading Online 
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cessing the Internet, as well as his e-mail address. This information 
is transmitted to the Web server by our browsers. Small, invisible 
markers planted by marketers onto our own hard drives can transmit 
much more information about us, too. 

DoubleClick, the industry leader in online banner advertising, has 
developed an advanced set of detection devices, which allows the 
company to offer advertising customized to an individual computer 
heir promotional literature explains, “DoubleClick allows 


user. As t 
des by content affinity, browser, sys- 


you to target specific industry co 
tem type, geography, and time of day. By taking advantage of the 
Web’s ability to deliver targeted ad messages, you can create stronger, 
more personal relationships with your customers.” When they were 
trying to win ‘Toyota’s online advertising business, DoubleClick 
launched a banner campaign that directly targeted the automaker’s 
employees. Whenever a ‘Toyota worker accessed a Web site in 
DoubleClick’s network of domains, the banner ad was immediately 
customized to welcome this member of the Toyota family. 
DoubleClick won the automaker’s business. Although the technology 
for putting an individual user’s name within a banner ad on the Web 
exists today, most of us are not yet conditioned to respond favorably 
to such a highly personalized approach. 

Many Internet users have found ways to cope with th 
Shareware sites offer software that effectively filters banner ads with- 
out compromising other Web content. Web surfers have also grown 
familiar with the locations and shapes of most banner ads, making it 
easier for them to ignore all but the most intrusive and distracting 
compositions. In response, the most advanced Internet marketers have 
abandoned the billboard approach to online marketing and instead 
have resorted to turning our own Web browsers into tools of surveil- 
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are a powerful enhancement to the Internet's functionality. Although 
it’s technically possible to refuse some cookies and accept others, they 
are used so commonly that we would be forced to evaluate the merits 
of individual cookies every time we explore a new link. 

Much of the information that cookies gather and transmit about 
us is ultimately bought and sold, and this has become a big business. 
The online service from which we purchase travel tickets might have 
a relationship with, say, another company that sells books. If we visit 
the book site after buying a ticket to Maui, we will be welcomed with 
a list of books about traveling in Hawaii. Both companies, working 
in concert, can access the same cookie. And if while attempting to 
purchase one of those books our credit card reaches its limit, we'll 
receive e-mail from another company offering to restore our credit 
rating, and so on. The relationships between these companies is often 
undisclosed, as the legality of such information transfers has yet to be 
established. 

Industry spokespeople and the magazines in which they advertise 
argue that the collection and marketing of our personal data will lead 
to a more customized experience of the Internet. When data about 
our personal preferences is bought and sold, the logic goes, then more 
companies will direct us to what we like. If every site you visit already 
knows you are a forty-year-old woman with an income between 
$60,000 and $80,000 a year, you will not be bothered with ads di- 
rected to fourteen-year-old boys. If your profile indicates you like 
chocolate, water sports, and classic cars, and also shows you do not 
respond to junk mail but do tend to buy products online after reading 
articles about them, commercial sites that have access to this infor- 
mation will present you with articles about the products that are of 
interest to you. It’s as if the Internet has the power to customize itself 
to your desires. A consumer’s paradise. 

But an Internet run by commercial interests means more than just 
customized banner ads and spam. It is a world more contained and 
controllable than a theme park, where the techniques of influence 
can be embedded in every frame and button. Microsoft has an entire 
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For example, in the one-to-one future that the authors envision, all 
of our retail purchases will be recorded in a series of personal data- 
banks. A “diet data bank” would use the UPC bar codes scanned at 
the checkout line to record our supermarket purchases. Diet- 
conscious customers could be identified through their patterns of con- 
sumption, and even given their own portable scanners. With these 
devices in hand, they could stroll through the aisles, scan the UPC 
bar codes on different packages, and read a computerized display of 
the products’ nutritional content. Of course, the store would also 
accumulate a complete record of every product that the customer 
evaluated, in what order, for how long, and whether he chose to 
buy it. 

This designer consumption would amount to a nearly hermetic 
feedback loop between each consumer and his marketers —a form of 
pacing and leading where the customer's taste is mirrored and then 
slowly led toward progressively more extreme manifestations of itself. 
It is a recipe for technologically induced obsessive-compulsive be- 
havior, as our desires are repeatedly amplified and then fed back to 
us. The one-to-one future differs from the marketing we’re subjected 
to today only in its speed and specificity. 

Perhaps this process is easier to comprehend when it happens in 
reverse. Shopping channels on cable television feature hosts whose 
dialogues and presentations may appear bizarre to unaccustomed 
viewers. Actually, their odd, mechanical behavior is shaped moment- 
to-moment by the rate of telephone purchases. As anyone who has 
watched one of these channels knows, the number of items sold is 
continuously tallied in a small box in one corner of the screen — 
partly to add a sense of urgency to the sales pitch, but mostly, since 
the number is displayed on a monitor in the studio, so the host mak- 
ing the pitch can determine how his tone, language, and style of 
delivery are influencing the number of sales. If speaking faster makes 
the number increase more rapidly, he will maintain his accelerated 
rate of speech, as long as it keeps working. In this way, the host 
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tional charge. What be 
ge. What began as a convenience quickly became a ne 
a ne- 


cessity—and a way to bring the price of a movie ticket above ten 
dollars. 

The MovieFone syndrome demonstrates the darker side of network 
externalities —the economic principle that shows how a technology’s 
value increases with its wide acceptance. Something that begins as a 
novelty, like a telephone ticket service or a version of an Internet 
browser or even a kind of direct-marketing technique, soon becomes 
so widely accepted that those who don’t partake begin to lose their 
ability to enjoy, to engage in, and to discriminate between the things 
society has to offer. People who don’t learn to use the money machine 
at the bank are penalized with a reduced number of live tellers and 
longer lines. People who don’t opt for the expense of cable television 
miss their local sports teams’ broadcasts. And similarly, those who 
don’t participate in the world of online commerce may be risking 
financial and cultural obsolescence. 

Take Microsoft’s online commercial strategy, sidewalk.com. Osten- 
sibly a guide to restaurants, movies, and other attractions in America’s 
major cities, the online service is designed to become a “point of 
purchase” for these forms of entertainment. Users click through 
friendly databases of information until they find the restaurant they 
want to go to, and then make their reservations online. In some cases, 
users will pay a small service charge, while in others the restaurant 
or business may pay Microsoft directly for the publicity and exposure 
to new customers. 

Since Microsoft makes the dominant Web browsing software, 
many of the features of their Sidewalk site take advantage of their 
own proprietary software, or of membership in their proprietary on- 
line service. As more users take advantage of the convenience of the 
service, the law of network externalities will come into effect, making 
the service —as well as the software necessary for accessing 1t— more 
valuable. Of course, the software will eventually need to be upgraded, 
as will the computers to run that software. Consumers will spend 

more time and energy paying for new equipment and software, then 


learning how to operate it, just so that they can participate in the 
same sorts of activities they did before. 

And the people who can’t afford all this? They'll either be left out 
of the loop completely or choose to take advantage of the many free 
and discount online services currently being offered. Of course, these 
free Internet packages require that the user sit through commercials 
and promotions. The poor pay for their access by submitting to more 
marketing. Those better off, meanwhile, pay cash for the privilege of 
commercial-free commerce. 

Once Microsoft begins to offer electronic forms of currency and 
credit—projects on which the company is currently working — the 
cycle will be complete. We are dependent on the software, the ma- 
chines, and the monetary scheme in order to participate in our cul- 
ture, and the company providing it to us takes a profit at each level, 
Because Microsoft and its competitors are private companies, ac- 
countable to no one (unless they are found to have broken laws), the 
consumers have no recourse. Although, in theory, we can “vote with 
our dollars,” we risk isolation or worse. Buying computers with alter- 
native, incompatible operating systems cuts us off from the network, 
Unless we jump off together, in large enough numbers, our protests 
hurt no one but ourselves. 

What began as an egalitarian set of channels quickly became a 
direct feeding tube for advertisements and a self-contained environ- 
ment for automated commerce. In an attempt to limit the abuse of 
the networks by con artists and relentless marketers, Internet service 
providers implemented new technical protocols that restricted the 

open functioning of the Internet, which ultimately sent Netizens to 
the closed communities of large commercial providers with their own 
business agendas. Mainstream media outlets, surviving on the reve- 
nue from hi-tech advertisers and their own parent corporations’ new- 
media subsidiaries, lead the public relations effort by spinning this 
disaster as a Long Boom for big business. After all, the global econ- 
omy itself, banking on the future prosperity of expanding hi-tech mar- 
kets, is depending on it. Like well-trained propagandists, they warn 


of the dangers of noncompliance, the horrors that await ie ys 
refuse protection, and the glorious future for all who get with the 
a. 
r The current direction of Internet technology promises a further 
calcification of its interactive abilities. Amped-up processing speed 
and modem baud rates do nothing more for communication ba 
speed things up. They do, however, allow for the eee o eh 
increasingly TV-ike Internet, making the Sony executive s dream of 
the Web as a broadcast medium a reality. As we buy bigger computers 
and faster modems, we simply expedite the arrival of set-top com- 
puters and interactive television. ee 
The only obstacle I’ve seen to the implementation o t 
enhanced TV—known as “convergence media” —is the cab 3 
television industry’s fear that once we have Internet access on our 
televisions, we might choose to tune in to noncommercial Web sites 
or, worse, interact with other users instead of watching the Sl 
networks’ programming. When I consulted to a subsidiary : 
about developing content for their @Home broadband cable ne 
work—a fully interactive set of TV channels through oe ee 
can play games and make purchases — the executives’ chief concern 
was how to steer viewers to their own content and away from everyone 
7e 
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other theater of operations for the media wars that provoked my 7 i 
leagues and me to publish the T'echnorealism document. Nore i 
had been using the Internet for years but had found we ites eae 
enjoying it anymore. Nowhere could we find people ee 
the technology without also pushing what had become the ae - 
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still-unrealized promise as a tool for communication. Perhaps ; = 
of policies could be developed that returned the expansion ee 
of these networks to public or even civic control. When my ee 
who writes about technology for Time magazine found out I hac 


pear aE 


signed on to the Technorealism document, he was aghast. “I reserve 
judgment,” he said in our first phone conversation after the docu- 
ment’s publication, “but I think you're crazy to put your name on 
that thing.” 

Still, no matter how dark things have seemed, I can’t help but be 
optimistic about where this evolution of virtual coercion may ulti- 
mately take g s the s igni ; 

' y take us. Perhaps the thousands of signatures on the document 
are an indication that Pm not alone in my disillusionment about how 
these technologies are being used, and how little control we seem to 
have over them. 

And, of course, I never would have thought to write about the 
techniques of coercion in the first place had I not witnessed them 
being practiced by a machine. I don’t know if I ever would have 
come to grips with my own participation in their development if I 

, . © € 
hadn’t seen them applied so aggressively in the electronic market- 
place. Like watching a time-elapsed scene from Godfrey Reggio’s 
hypnotic documentary Koyaanisqatsi, where the daily motions of a 
chaotic city suddenly make rhythmic sense, experiencing the warp- 
drive cycles of computer-automated coercion provides a new kind of 
perspective on a very old art. 

In the worst case, by pacing and leading ourselves into abject de- 
spair, we may force ourselves to find remedies more profound than 
Prozac. We may choose to take the time to distinguish between what 

, 
we're told ¿ at we re: ant. We mi e 

re t and what we really want. We might even find a way to 
think for ourselves. 


POSTSCRIPT 


D E D 


By the time she finally dropped out of her health-products dis- 
tribution network, Stephanie had brought her family into serious 
debt, and she was committed to getting them out. As a telephone 
customer-support operator for a computer retailer, she now earns 
about 20 percent more per week than she spends in additional care 
for her younger two children. Her job has proved anything but re- 
warding. In spite of the friendly materials she received from the hu- 
man resources department, she has found her work environment 
extremely constricting. 

Her superiors randomly monitor the telephone calls she answers, 
and the time she dedicates to each one is logged by computer. Every 
call on which she spends more than two minutes earns her a negative 
mark. Each time she offers to send a repairman or exchange a part 
under warranty, she receives the equivalent of two negative marks. 
She has been provided with scripts to read that she believes were 
designed to make the unhappy customer assume he has broken the 
computer himself, or violated his warranty in some way. If she goes 
“off script,” however, she is reprimanded. 

Stephanie got terribly depressed. She was diagnosed with work- 
related anxiety and given a prescription for the drug Inderal—a blood 
pressure medication that is also used for performance anxiety because 
it steadies the racing heart rate and trembling hands of the nervous 
actor or musician. Although the drug did nothing for her depression, 
her anxious performance on the phones has improved. 


Stephanie’s home life has deteriorated, too. She used to bring her 
family to a Unitarian church on Sunday, which she found very re- 
warding. Now, because Sunday is the only day both she and her 
husband have off, they go to a warehouse shopping “club” instead. 
Stephanie, guilty about how little time she spends with her children, 
compensates by letting them pull items off the shelves for themselves, 
figuring she has enough overtime pay coming to fit the extra toys and 
candy into her budget. Meanwhile, she finds herself buying prepared 
foods at higher prices than she paid for raw foods at the grocery store. 
Still, she is grateful for the convenience. 

Stephanie and her husband have considered working fewer hours, 
but watching the violence on the local news and NYPD Blue keeps 
them both aspiring to the day they can afford a small house in one 
of the private neighborhoods springing up outside Houston. Their 
exhaustion at the end of their day— more than their fear of crime— 
keeps them watching the TV rather than going out with neighbors. 

I consider Stephanie a friend. Before she left Los Angeles and 
moved to Texas, she taught me more about theater history than I had 
learned in three years at graduate school. She is an extremely bright 
woman. But every few months, when I speak to her on the phone, 
Pm saddened by what I hear. Her voice is flat, and her aspirations 
are few. She speaks in clichés, and doesn’t offer much of a defense 
when I try to challenge the decisions she has made. It now seems to 
me that Stephanie, like so many other victims of today’s coercive 
tactics, no longer realizes that she is actively pursuing the goals pre- 
sented to her by influence professionals. 

I lost touch with Mort Spivas about a year ago, after he joined a 
spiritual group in New Mexico. The last time we spoke, he told me 
that he realized his engagement with the magnet company, though 
lucrative, was just another version of the same old heartless sales- 
manship that had led to his earlier breakdown. By dedicating himself 
to a fully awakened master with “deep insights” and “unquestionable 

integrity,” Spivas hoped he would finally purge himself of his desire 
to profit at others’ expense. When I questioned his teacher's stance 


on sex (abstinence) and engagement in popular culture (to be avoided 
at all costs), Mort politely told me that it would be best for us not to 
talk again until he felt more secure in his new life. 7 

Douglas Atkin left Wells BDDP to become a partner at a smaller, 
boutique agency that values his artistic vision. There, he caves Pa 
paigns he hopes will entertain and even enlighten andine her 
than just sell them products and services they don’t need. He is con- 
tinuing his research into cults and chaos math, and working hard to 
make his clients understand the value of such seemingly esoteric 
endeavors. I have continued consulting to Atkin but can’t help ques- 
tioning the application of my counsel. . 

What part am I playing in the coercive cycle? It’s hard for me, 
for any of us, to tell. Stephanie leads computer customers to believe 
that they have broken their machines—and feels so guilty about i 
that she needs to be drugged. But all she wants is to erase the debt 
caused by having fallen prey to a multilevel marketing system. ae 
sincerely wants to make amends to himself and God for the nET 
psychological tricks he played on his customers. Can he possib y a 
complish these goals by spending his savings to live in een g 
ashram and his time attempting to secure new members? Douglas 
Atkin genuinely hopes to raise the level of television media. Can he 
ever successfully transform the advertising budgets of major corpora- 
tions into media campaigns that make people think for themselves? 
Even if he does, how long will those corporations pay for it? | 

Just as I was finishing this book, I went out to San Francisco to 
participate on a panel about kids and media, a fund raises for a new 
museum. As long as I was in the Bay Area, I figured I d take advantage 
of an open invitation to address the staff of Cheskin Research, one 
of the world’s leading market-research firms. 

Although located in a bland Redwood Shores corporate at thie 
atmosphere at Cheskin is playful, open-minded, and sincere. I - is 
the kind of place where young interns are allowed to spend an after- 
noon sharing their feelings about the color yellow—and where that 
discussion will be earnestly applied to a research study. At Cheskin’s 


helm is Davis Masten, a stylish, mid-forties entrepreneur who had 
worked on Atari’s original game consoles and Microsoft’s interface 
and marketing strategies. 

I spoke to about fifty researchers assembled in a large triangular 
conference room, sharing what I know about the ways people relate 
to marketing and new media, and peppering my talk with suggestions 
about how to create less coercive campaigns. I encouraged them to 
examine whether the products they were charged with marketing had 
any redeeming social values, and to highlight those qualities in their 
strategies. I explained how marketing that depends on the audience’s 
insecurity or low self-esteem will tend to have diminishing returns as 
the targets learn to resent the people making them feel so terrible. 

Afterward, Davis and I hopped into his black BMW sports car and 
headed for his Redwood Hills home to meet his wife, who is a sci- 
entist, and two of her colleagues whom I had long admired. This will 
be a great night, I thought as we raced with the top down toward the 
beautiful sunset. 

I was awestruck by the landscape through which we drove: mile after 
mile of lush estates, each more exquisitely appointed than the last. 

“Who lives in these places?” I asked, wondering what these people 
could have possibly done to acquire such an opulent lifestyle. 

“Palo Alto computer executives,” Davis shouted over the revving 
engine. “A lot of 49ers,” he added, referring to the San Francisco 
football team. 

I couldn’t help thinking how nice such a lifestyle must be. I imag- 
ined living in one of these houses with my future family, sending my 
kids to the best private schools, and owning a sports car like Masten’s. 
How many marketing consults would I have to do to get this wealthy? 
Could I get a job at Cheskin Research? What could I say to Davis 
that would make him consider me? 

Here I was, finishing a book on the devastating social cost of co- 
ercive strategies, yet I was ready to sell my soul in order to acquire 
property that probably wouldn’t do much to add any real value to my 
experience of life. Nevertheless, I felt inferior—like a professional 


failure—and longed to have the kind of life that Masten had created 
for himself by perpetuating the very consumption-based value system 
that was making me feel so worthless to begin with. 

And Davis is a terrific guy. He’s as progressive and well-principled 
as the best of us. If he’s earning a bit of extra money, so what? It 
gives him the ability to shield his family from the perils and uncer- 
tainty of modern life. He has worked hard for his security and peace 
of mind. I wanted some of that, too. 

Why did I want it? If I had anyone to blame, it wasn’t Masten or 
his neighbors but a society that has become completely obsessed with 
consumption, and my own readiness to participate in its endless 
churn. These are the only spoils of the coercive arms race: So many 
of our corporate and personal resources have been surrendered to the 
battle that it seems the only way to avoid coercion is to join in the 
arms race ourselves. 

As a result, our new religion is to become more plugged-in, in 
whatever way possible, to the way the world works. The purpose of 
life is to buy and sell things, or even ideas. But like any compulsive 
behavior, our buying and selling merely spurs the need to buy and 
sell more. There’s always a better house, computer, or school district, 
if only we can make enough money to move to that next level. Just 
as the trailer-park resident aspires to a bigger TV, the SoHo aesthete 
aspires to enter the finest art gallery with the authority, and purse, of 
a true sophisticate. We are what we buy, and we can always buy 
better. And the more we buy, the more we fund the development of 
coercive techniques that compel us to buy still more. 

Likewise, there’s always a more lucrative job, a bigger office, a 
higher title, or a position of greater authority, if only we can make 
enough sales, please enough clients, or win enough converts to ad- 
vance. Just as the Mary Kay distributor strives to sign on more under- 
lings so that she can make it to the next level of her company, the 
McDonald’s marketing consultant struggles to invent new stadium pro- 
motions that, if successful, will earn him a promotion or a raise. 

The true outcome of the arms race is that it makes the coercer 


and coercee indistinguishable. We are all coercers, and we are all 
coerced. Ultimately, there is no “they.” The corporate executive wie 
demands more effective advertising from Atkin is only responding to 
the shareholders of his company, many of whom comprise the ee 
audience to which Atkin’s ads will be directed. It’s as if we hive 
surrendered to a set of systems that coerce us as society. As a result 
we are suffering a collective confusion: a culture-wide inability is 
make choices in a rational way. . 

Coercion is much more debilitating than persuasion or even influ- 
ence. Persuasion is simply an attempt to steer someone’s thinking by 
using logic. Influence is the act of applying readily discernible aa 
sure: I want you to do this; I have power over you, so do it. Coercion 
seeks to stymie our rational processes in order to make us act against — 
or, at the very least, without—our better judgment. Once immersed in 
a coercive system, we act without conscious control. We act auto- 
matically, from a place that has little to do with reason. 

What's wrong with acting from the gut? Nothing, if it really is our 
gut. Under normal circumstances, the intuition and emotions are as 
good at weighing the pros and cons of a decision as the intellect. But in 
a coercive environment, our gut is just another access panel to our con- 
trol knobs. We respond to emotional cues devised by the agents of con- 
sumption. We react on a visceral level —the way I did to the beautiful 
homes of Redwood Hills—from a place of fear and insecurity. 

This easily provoked confusion, coupled with our weary sense of 
paranoia, merely compels us to buy and sell more, by any means 
necessary, in the hope of finally alleviating our despair. And our ruth- 
less commerce is no longer limited to products but now includes 
Hee political candidates, morality, and even religions. The fur- 
ther our coercive environment paralyzes our judg the e we 
depend on the metrics established or us by Saag 
tutions to gauge our progress. Everywhere we look—from the eda 
to politics to the world of finance—we encounter systems devised to 
suspend our common sense and confirm our greatest fear: that we 
need to do more in order to just be. Ei 


Our best minds struggle to develop philosophies that can somehow 
frame this accelerating frenzy as an extension of democracy. Besides 
being mathematically suspect, the Long Boom new economic theo- 
ries deserve a cultural critique as well. Even if they are correct and 
enhanced open markets can bring hi-tech products to everyone in 
the world who wants them, since when have we decided that the 
supreme and inalienable human right is the mindless production and 
consumption these devices stimulate? Will this be America’s legacy? 

The real effect of the law of network externalities is that it estab- 
lishes the priorities by which we live. It does not enhance the freedom 
of the individual at all. Rather, once enough people have bought into 
a certain (often subtly oppressive) system, the rest of us must buy in 
as well or risk losing our connections to everyone else and our access 
to the activities we value. Network externalities set the terms by which 
our highly networked society defines participation and success. 

And how can this participation, and the incremental successes with 
which it rewards us, yield any lasting satisfaction? It can’t, because 
the systems in which we are participating are designed merely to 
stimulate more of the same. We can’t be allowed any satisfaction, 
because feeling good about ourselves and our relationships with one 
another thwarts the operating principles of the coercive cycle. We 
feel the need to participate in it only when we are keeping up with 
the Joneses—not when we are enjoying their company. Real friend- 
ships quiet the aspirational jitters that lead us to reach for our Visa 
cards at the slightest prompting. 

The only way out is to accept the fact that we all are to blame for 
our collective predicament. This cult of consumption requires our 
complicity. We affect a posture of satisfaction in order to fool one 
another and ourselves that we have achieved some measure of de- 
tachment from the game. Secretly, we pray that we will find the true 
peace we are looking for when we have moved up just one more 
level toward the top. We ache to find a plateau with sure footing. 

This ache — this sense of constant misgiving — may just be our best 
hope for escape. Although it is the key to the coercer’s art—the very 
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self-doubt that he mines in order to provoke our compliance — it is ; 
voice that emanates from within ourselves, not from some exte al 
cultural imperative. “They” do not own that voice—we do And lis 
tening to it offers us the best indication of whether we are movin 
toward or away from a more enriching experience of life We 
shouldn’t seek to quiet it with mindless acquiescence to the f t : 
ternal command we hear; we should use it. (on 
Rather than suppress the sense of hopeless desperation this voice 
evokes, we should amplify it. It is responsible for our pangs af con 
science — those moments of clarity, of “buyer’s remorse,” ae we n 
alize that we are on an endless treadmill. That weekend of depressio ; 
that Spivas endured after coercing the old couple from the Bo i 
buy a bed beyond their means was, perhaps, the most clearheaded e 
days of his life. The day Stephanie turned to a health aana 7 
combat her depression was prompted by the same healthy aise that 
led my group of Internet enthusiasts to write the lecho ralio doct 
ment, Hank to reject his Promise Keepers oath, Howard Rubenstein t i 
adopt a public-relations strategy based on truth, and a stadium fill i 
with Jets fans to boo the McDonald’s sepiceen tates off the field = 
We all have such moments of remorse—both as coercers atid as 
the coerced. The sense of panic we feel when we get lost in the 
shopping mall can just as easily be a cue to pause as it is a trigger k 
act. So, too, can the pang of guilt about pressuring a eae to 
make a purchase serve as an opportunity to relent. It’s precisely durin 
these moments —when we're thrown off balance—that we need . 
stay still. They are the moments when we are most vulnerable to 
coercion, yet also when we are most prepared to make a change that 
will arrest the self-defeating cycle in which we are Gapped: We im 
always come back and buy that TV tomorrow. We have the ses : 
ative to stop, to think, and to disengage. i ss 
By no means does this mindfulness preclude full participation in the 
best that our society has to offer. Nor is it any excuse to retreat to the hill 
and adopt a fortress mentality of home schooling and survivalist on 
tion. For as long as there are people willing to find meaningful es to 


relate, there will be opportunities to do so. New forms ot social gather- 
ings—from raves to Internet discussion groups —are emerging every 
day, each of which offers the chance to enact meaningful change. 
Around the world, I find more and more people willing to take the 
often difficult steps necessary to reclaiming the society we surrendered 
to the arms race. Information-technology specialists are forming collec- 
tives to develop computer operating systems with “open code” that can 
be augmented by anyone who has a mind to do so. Sports fans are aban- 
doning the oppressive atmosphere of corporate-sponsored spectacle for 
the genuine excitement of local, high school, and minor league games. 
Activist groups like Adbusters sponsor “buy nothing” days, while pro- 
gressive churches launch charity campaigns and soup kitchens in an ef- 
fort to divorce commerce from the spirit of holiday giving. Young 
people fed up with the cost and exclusivity of nightclubs and concerts 
are turning to smaller, private gatherings in one another’s homes, or, 
when public officials permit, to free festivals. Church and temple so- 
cials and evening classes are burgeoning as singles look for mates based 
on their spiritual outlooks rather than their professional affiliations. 


|. Media-literacy resources are popping up on the Internet and as part 4 


of public-school curriculums, designed to educate children about the 
manipulative power of advertisements and commercial programming. 
Independent political parties and unaffiliated candidates are fast gain- 
ing ground on their Republican and Democratic counterparts, win- 
ning enough votes in local contests to earn lines on ballots and sway 
elections on issues of genuine importance to their supporters. 

Each of these initiatives is spurred on by the very same voice ques- 
tioning the purchases we make, the deception we practice, and the 
sacrifices we endure to remain in the coercion game. For just as easily 
as that voice can compel us to act against our better nature, so, too, 
can it inspire us to build the kinds of structures that make positive 
impacts on society at large. 

There is no “they” who can reverse this process without our con- 
sent and participation. For without our complicity, they are powerless. 
Without us, they don’t exist. 
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